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ABSTRACT
LITERATURE AND THE DEFINITION OF AN AMERICAN 
NATIONAL IDENTITY: 1763-1828
by
George W. Coutris 
University of New Hampshire, May, 1987
From 1763 to 1828 Americans rebelled against England's 
imperial policies, fought that nation for seven years, 
gained independence, and established a nation. During 
that time, the influences of democracy, nationalism, and 
enlightenment profoundly affected the values, attitudes, 
morality, and self-image of Americans. Democratic ideals 
and nationalism played important roles in bringing about 
the American Revolution. After 176 3 Great Britain's 
imperial policies toward the thirteen colonies were 
perceived as tyrannical by Americans. Believing that 
their liberties were being jeopardized, the colonists 
resisted laws imposed upon them by Parliament. The 
emergence of a national consciousness and nationalism 
arose in America during this crisis. Throughout the 
Revolution the colonists believed that the struggle 
symbolized democracy and freedom against tyranny and 
oppression. Fortified by a strong nationalism (which 
grew during the Revolution) Americans created a democratic 
and constitutional Republic in 1789.
v
Along with democracy and nationalism, the Founding 
Fathers believed that enlightenment values should mold 
the identity and character of the new nation. This view 
emphasized a civic humanism, or classical republicanism, 
based on reason, virtue, duty, and social responsibility. 
Individual self-interest would be subordinated to the 
well-being of the whole society. America could attain the 
enlightenment ideal of social harmony and benevolence.
By the time of Andrew Jackson's presidency in 1829, 
the enlightenment ideal of classical republicanism fostered 
by the Founding Fathers began to decline and was superseded 
by romantic democracy, which stressed individualism and 
self-interest rather than the collective good. Although 
the enlightenment ideals of civic humanism have influenced 
American society since the 1830's, they have never attained 
the promi vance they held before that time in shaping 
American character and identity. An analysis of the 
literature from the early 1760's to the Jacksonian era 
reveals the manner in which the ideas of democracy, 
nationalism, and the enlightenment influenced and shaped 
an American identity during that period.
vi
INTRODUCTION
Three ships carrying one hundred forty-four colonists 
left England in December 1606, and after a four month 
voyage arrived off the coast of Virginia in April. Thirty- 
nine passengers died en route. This expedition represented 
the beginning of English settlement in the new world. The 
Jamestown plantation, as it came to be called, survived a 
perilous start, and then managed to thrive and grow. By 
the mid-eighteenth century, Britain established thirteen 
colonies in North America with a population of two million 
settlers.
Despite the influx of many non-British Europeans of 
varied backgrounds, languages, and cultures, the colonists 
viewed themselves as loyal English subjects bound to the 
mother country by common political ideals and cultural 
values. Time, space, and a new environment, however, 
induced changes in the colonial mentality which gradually, 
and imperceptibly, bred a distinctive Americanism. Most 
Americans remained unaware of this transition because of 
the generally amiable rapport with Great Britain.
After the French-Indian War ended in 1763, congenial­
ity between England and her colonies began to disintegrate. 
Controversy over Parliament's imperial policies activated 
a conscious Americanism which ignited resistance and led to 
rebellion. During the seventy-yaar period covered in this
2study, Americans fought Britain, attained independence, 
built a nation, and in the process shaped a national 
identity. Three major influences— democracy, nationalism, 
enlightenment— profoundly affected the formation of an 
American national identity from the 1760's to the 1820's. 
They left an indelible impact on the attitudes, values, 
moral perspective, and self-image of the emerging society. 
The primary objective of this work is to analyze the way in 
which these main themes affected and molded the values, 
self-image, and mentality of Americans from the Revolution­
ary era to the time of Andrew Jackson's presidency.
Chapter one gives the reader a background of the 
important political events that occurred between 176 3 and 
1789. Without an awareness of the political milieu during 
that time, it would be impossible to comprehend the manner 
in which writers sought to establish a national identity. 
Their themes, after all, related to the events that led 
to the Revolution, and the Revolution itself, and the 
period prior to the nation's birth called the Confederation 
era. The chapter encompasses three phases: the road to
revolution, 1763-1775; Revolution 1775-1782; Confederation, 
1782-1789.
The events described in the first chapter receive a 
broad cultural scope in chapter two through a delineation 
of how literature forged a national mentality. As the 
colonists proceeded down the path of rebellion, writers 
responsed to English policies not only with protest, but
3also with a sense of "nationality" that transcended class 
status, or regional loyalty. British measures during the 
1760's and early 1770's aroused a patriotism and nationalism 
that found expression in pamphlets that were designed to 
galvanize a unified spirit that would bind Americans in 
a common cause against alleged British tyranny. As the 
patriots fired the "shot heard 'round the world" at 
Lexington on April 19, 1775, they might not have been 
able to answer the question, "What then is the American, 
this new man?"--but they knew that they no longer were 
Englishmen.
Chapter three features poets, novelists, a dramatist, 
publicists, journalists, and historians who attempted to 
create a national identity by focusing on the Revolution­
ary era and its heroes. To that generation the Revolution 
assumed high moral purpose not only for contemporaries, 
but also for posterity. To Americans victory over the 
British meant triumph of democracy over tyranny, and the 
opportunity to form a nation based on constitutional and 
representative government, justice, egalitarianism, and 
respect for individual rights. Embellished with an avid 
nationalism, much of the writing after the Revolution 
reflected these democratic trends and ideals, and in turn 
gave them meaning, expression, and cultural identity.
The enlightenment ideals exerted a comparable impact 
in weaving moral values and a national self-image. Chapter 
four elucidates the views of the Hamiltonian Federalists
4and the Jeffersonian Republicans. Familiarity with these 
two political philosophies is necessary in order to under­
stand the political history of the early national period, 
which was the time that enlightenment values became the 
guiding ideals of political leaders.
Chapter five examines the ramifications imposed by 
enlightenment values on the mentality of national leaders. 
The Founding Fathers envisioned the emergence of an American 
nation based on the traditions of classical republicanism. 
This view stressed a civic humanism anchored by reason, 
virtue, duty, and social responsibility. Individualism 
would be subordinated to the collective good. Scrupulous 
leaders of impeccable character would control the levers 
of political power and regulate the Republic's moral code. 
America could fulfill the enlightenment goal of a social 
order geared to harmony and benevolence.
In Chapter six we note that by the 1820's the country 
had undergone a transformation in mind and spirit which 
saw classical republicanism give way to romantic democracy. 
The Jacksonian Age had eschewed the principles of moral 
austerity, political elitism, and community fellowship. 
Regard for personal gain and wealth displaced moral 
idealism and concern for the communal good. An undisci­
plined individualism bred a popular democracy that 
repudiated elitism in politics and encouraged the rough- 
hewn common man to seek public office. Materialism, 
utilitarianism, extravagance, and unbridled individualism
5replaced civic virtue, moral probity, and social cohesion 
as the prime American values. By the time that Andrew 
Jackson's presidency ended in the spring of 1837, the 
country had undergone phenomenal changes since the early 
1760's. The population had increased from 2,000,000 to 
approximately 15,000,000 people. Twenty-five states 
comprised the Union, and settlements extended beyond the 
Mississippi River. As significant, a revolution in mind 
and spirit had produced an American whose identity and 
character reflected a romantic imprint rather than an 
enlightenment one.
CHAPTER ONE
POLITICAL BACKGROUND OF THE REVOLUTIONARY ERA
The annual commencement at King's College, New York, 
on May 17, 176 3, included celebration of an occasion that 
held great future promise for England and her American 
colonies. Dignitaries from George Ill's Council; Robert 
Monckton, Governor of the colony; and Sir Jeffrey Amherst, 
hero of the French-Indian War, were amongst the eminent 
guests who filed into St. George's Chapel on that fair 
spring day. The festivities honored not only the graduates, 
but also the recent victory by England and America over 
France. Three months earlier, the Paris Peace Treaty 
awarded Canada to Britain and assured security for the 
thirteen colonies. The keynote address emphasized that 
the French defeat insured peace and prosperity for the 
mother country and her subjects.^
The College of Philadelphia held its commencement on 
the same day. Benjamin Franklin and deputy governor James 
Hamilton attended the ceremonies. Graduating students re­
ceived enthusiastic applause, but what stirred the hearts 
and minds of the gathering was the Anglo-American triumph 
over France. Like their counterparts at King's College,
the speakers prophesied a tranquil and profitable relation-
2
ship between England and the colonies. Yet, twelve years
6
after the Great War for Empire the imperial system which 
had endured for over one hundred fifty years between 
England and America dissolved. Why this sudden rupture? 
British colonial policies from 1763 to 1775 reveal an 
arrogance, ineptness, short-sightedness, and misunderstand­
ing that nurtured suspicion and mistrust on the other side 
of the Atlantic. We must turn to events, personalities, 
policies, and clashes in order to comprehend why loyal 
subjects opted for rebellion and independence.
Throughout the 1700's Britain administered the colonies 
in a loose-handed, almost casual manner. This era of 
"salutary neglect" ended after the French-Indian War.
Prime Minister George Grenville, royal advisors, and 
most members of Parliament decided to impose stricter 
regulations over the commercial and economic life of the 
thirteen colonies. The virtually dormant Navigation Laws 
enacted in 1650 were to be diligently enforced. No longer 
would the Crown permit American merchants to pay lip service 
to them, or even ignore them. This "new" imperial policy 
stemmed from a burdgeoning national debt that England had 
incurred during the conflict with France. When George 
Grenville took office in April, 1763, it totaled over 
one hundred forty-seven million pounds— double what it 
had been prior to the war. Along with this financial 
burden, government officials estimated that a permanent 
force of ten thousand troops would be required to protect 
and defend the colonies. British leaders believed that
8Americans should contribute money for this purpose. Prime 
Minister Greenville suggested that the colonies foot one- 
third of the bill; not an unreasonable request in his 
judgment. Accustomed to decades of salutary neglect, the 
colonists eventually denounced and resisted enforcement 
of the trade laws and the demand to pay taxes. Though no 
American before 176 3 contemplated separation from the 
mother country, British policies during the 1760's became 
the combustibles that ignited rebellion in 1775.
The Proclamation Act of 176 3 signaled the beginning 
of conflict. Fearful that migration westward would incite 
a full-scale Indian war, Parliament decreed that no settle­
ments could be established beyond the Appalachian Mountains. 
Colonial assemblies accepted this edict, but it was virtu­
ally impossible to enforce. Violence erupted, and King 
George III was compelled to send thousands of troops to 
America. Although England had never levied taxes on the 
colonies before, Grenville, in March 1764, asked Parliament 
to do so. This led to the Revenue Act, or Sugar Act, of 
1764. A duty was placed on molasses and several luxury 
items imported into the colonies. To better apprehend 
smugglers, twenty additional warships were sent to patrol 
the American coast. Additional vice-admiralty courts were 
set up in Halifax and Nova Scotia to insure quicker prose­
cution of violators.
Colonists were incensed at these high-handed measures. 
Merchants resorted to non-importation of taxed commodities.
9Americans maintained that their constitutional rights were 
being violated because Parliament taxed them without their 
consent. The colonists argued that only an assembly elected 
by them could have the perogative to tax. In the heat of 
this constitutional dispute emerged the slogan "no taxation 
without representation." Parliament added to the distress 
of American merchants with passage of the Currency Act a 
few months after the Revenue bill. The Currency Act forbade 
the use of paper money as legal tender.
George Grenville envisioned the Revenue Act as a 
prelude to a more comprehensive tax plan. In 1764 he 
announced that the colonists should expect a stamp tax after 
a year. Indeed, on March 22, 1765, Parliament put through 
the Stamp Act, to go into effect on November 1. The stamp 
duty meant a tax on all legal documents, newspapers, alma­
nacs, playing cards, and dice. Two months later Parliament 
approved the Quartering Act, which stipulated that colonists 
would be required to house and feed British soldiers when 
ordered to do so. The prime minister and his supporters 
anticipated only minimal protest. They were sadly mistaken. 
The Stamp Act was the first direct tax England imposed on 
the colonies, and rather than raise money it aroused resent­
ment, defiance, and violence.
Virginia responded first to the Stamp Act. Spear­
headed by the fiery thirty-two-year-old lawyer Patrick 
Henry, the House of Burgesses adopted his resolution 
stipulating that only that body could tax Virginians.
10
Henry’s demand that Virginia forcibly resist Britain's 
attempt to collect the stamp tax was voted down by the 
Assembly. Stopping short of outright rebellion, the other 
legislatures concurred with Virginia that Parliament did 
not have the right to tax the colonies. In June, the 
Massachusetts General Court called for a general meeting 
of colonial delegates to discuss the issue. Nine colonies 
sent delegates to the New York Stamp Act Congress, which 
convened from October 7 to 25. The Declaration of Rights 
and Grievances, written by John Dickinson of Pennsylvania, 
confirmed America's loyalty to the Crown, but firmly 
asserted that Parliament could not tax the colonies without 
American representation in that body. The petition called 
for repeal of the Stamp Act and Sugar Act. Once again, 
the passionate slogan "no taxation without representation" 
resounded throughout the land. Merchants invoked non­
importation of British goods as they had done after passage 
of the Sugar Act.
Alarm filled the hearts of Englishmen when Americans 
resorted to violence and riots. Stamp officials were 
burned in effigy, intimidated, and tarred and feathered. 
Massachusetts became the storm center. On the night of 
August 14, a wild mob ransacked the homes of stamp distrib­
utor Andrew Oliver and Lt. Governor Thomas Hutchinson. 
Governor Francis Bernard feared for his safety. In the 
midst of the crisis, radical groups called the Sons of 
Liberty were formed in Boston, New York, and other
11
communities. The members were outspoken and aggressive 
critics of England's tax measures, and they were willing 
to voice their defiance with mob violence. Incipient 
"rebels" were coming to the forefront. Although most 
Americans would not have followed their extremism at this 
time, Patrick Henry of Virginia, and Sam Adams and James 
Otis of Massachusetts, supported bold action which defin­
itely implied rebellion.
Stunned by the volatile reaction by Americans, Parlia­
ment rescinded the Stamp Act on March 16, 1766. Three 
months later a new ministry came to power under the Marquis 
of Rockingham (Charles Watson Wentworth). Amidst their 
jubilation and rejoicing Americans failed to take notice 
of the Declaratory Act, which affirmed Parliament's right 
to pass and enforce laws pertaining to the colonies.
British leaders deluded themselves into thinking that a 
different type of tax would be palatable to their subjects.
In retrospect, the Stamp Act crisis stands as a pivotal
4
event leading to rebellion. Clearly, taxation without 
representation in Parliament was unacceptable to Americans. 
More ominous was their suspicion that the Crown and Parlia­
ment were joined in a conspiracy designed to undercut and
destroy democracy, liberty, representative and constitu-
5
tional government in the thirteen colonies. Had British 
leaders displayed sensitivity to these apprehensions by 
Americans and responded to them with understanding, "the 
shot heard 'round the world" may never have occurred.
12
Disenchanted by what seemed to be appeasement by 
Rockingham, George III replaced him with William Pitt,
Earl of Chatam, in July 1766. Pitt was too ill to assume 
his duties, and consequently the responsibility of govern­
ing fell to Charles Townshend, Chancellor of the Exchequer. 
Townshend's program included a tax on glass, silk, lead, 
paper, paint, and tea imported into America. He also 
increased the number of admiralty courts and reaffirmed the 
use of writs of assistance which empowered British customs 
officials to search private property without giving just 
cause. In the summer of 1767, Townshend ordered suspension 
of the New York Assembly for refusing to comply with the 
Quartering Act. Americans received news of the Townshend 
Acts in September. The violence that accompanied the Stamp 
Act did not recur, but the disgruntled colonists voiced 
spirited protest. John Dickinson, in his Letter From A 
Pennsylvania Farmer, published from December 176 7 through 
February 176 8, condemned the Townshend Acts. Despite its 
moderate tone, the Letter undeniably attacked Parliament's 
authority to tax Americans. On February 11, 1768, the 
Massachusetts legislature issued a circular letter, written 
by Sam Adams, which supported Dickinson's position on the 
tax question. Countless pamphlets and broadsides reprinted 
in newspapers echoed the sentiments of Dickinson and Adams.
The forty-one-year-old Townshend died in September 
1767, and George III appointed Lord Frederick North to 
fill his post. During the ensuing year, the Crown
13
dispatched several hundred troops to the Boston area. By 
1770 antagonism between Bostonians and the troops had 
become commonplace. The Redcoats were jeered, baited, 
cursed, and often provoked into fights by irate citizens.
The tension erupted into violence on the evening of March 
5, 1770, when an angry mob stormed the customhouse. Out- 
manned sentries panicked and fired into the unarmed crowd 
wounding six rioters and killing five others. Written 
accounts of the Boston Massacre, and Paul Revere1s engraving 
of the tragic event, made it appear that the soldiers delib­
erately shot Americans. As the colonists expressed rage and 
fury, George III and Parliament were making decisions that 
softened these angry emotions. The King appointed Lord 
North as prime minister on January 31, 1770. In April, a 
conciliatory North persuaded Parliament to repeal the 
Townshend duties except the tax on tea, and at the same 
time the Quartering Act was permitted to lapse. In turn, 
the colonial merchants rescinded non-importation of British 
goods. The measures had been unpopular with English mer­
chants, bankers, and industrialists who saw them as an 
impediment to economic prosperity.
Over the next three years relative calm and harmony 
prevailed between America and Great Britain. A guarded 
optimism on both sides of the Atlantic suggested that 
solutions to the problems hampering good relations could 
be worked out. This "era of good feelings,1' however, was 
extremely fragile. Irritations continued to exist, and
14
any renewed crisis would re-ignite resentment, conflict, and 
confrontation. The Gaspee incident demonstrated that 
Americans still harbored ill-will toward England. The 
Gaspee was an English warship that patrolled the New England 
coast to guard against smuggling. When it ran aground in 
Narragansett Bay on June 9, 1772, members of the Sons of 
Liberty from Providence boarded the ship and burned it. 
Rather than press the issue, the North government downplayed 
the episode to avoid fomenting discord between his country 
and the colonies. But in 177 3 the British leaders made a 
fateful decision which disrupted amiable relations with 
America.
On May 10, 1773, Parliament enacted a bill giving the 
near bankrupt East India Company a monopoly on tea imported 
into America. Lord North surmised that the Tea Act would 
not only help the financially beleaguered East India 
Company, but also please Americans because the price of tea 
for them would be lower than in England, and cheaper than 
the tea acquired from Holland. Lord North completely mis­
judged the mood of the colonists. Merchants grumbled 
because they were eliminated from the tea trade, and con­
sumers opposed the purchase of tea that included a tax.
The East India Company agents were warned not to ship tea 
to the colonies, but the warnings were ignored. Conse­
quently, resistance formed quickly. As might be expected, 
Bostonians reacted before anyone else. On the night of 
December 16, 1773, about forty to fifty men dressed as
15
Indians boarded three ships and dumped 342 chests of tea 
into the harbor. Other instances of destruction soon 
followed. A vessel carrying tea, moored in Annapolis, was 
burned by a frenzied mob, and members of the Sons of 
Liberty in New York inspired by the Boston example boarded 
British ships and dumped tea into the harbor. A shocked 
and dismayed North government felt compelled to impose 
harsh reprimands. From March through June 1774 Parliament 
closed the port of Boston, suspended self-government in 
Massachusetts, placed that colony under military rule, 
revived the Quartering Act, and through the Quebec Act 
extended Canada's boundaries into the Ohio Valley. Stunned 
Americans called these dictates the Intolerable Acts. Ob­
viously, Britain no longer intended to appease her rowdy 
sxob jects.
Even though Englishmen and Americans thought otherwise 
at the time, the prospect of reconciliation diminished 
considerably by the autumn of 1774. On September 5, twelve 
colonies (Georgia did not attend) sent fifty-five delegates 
to attend the first Continental Congress which met in 
Carpenter's Hall, Philadelphia, until October 26. The 
Congress drafted the Declaration of Rights and Resolves 
that denounced the Intolerable Acts as unconstitutional, 
and refuted Parliament's authority to impose laws on the 
colonies, or to tax them. Also, non-importation of British 
goods was reinstated. Before adjourning, the delegates
16
agreed to meet again if George III refused to redress the 
grievances.
The King and Parliament reacted to the petition with 
brass knuckles rather than compromise. The framers of the 
Rights and Resolves were called impudent rebels. Several 
hundred more troops were sent to Boston to join the garri­
son, commanded by General Thomas Gage, who earlier had 
been appointed Governor of Massachusetts. As the British 
military presence increased in eastern Massachusetts, 
colonial militiamen named "minutemen" began to organize 
and train for war. After twelve agonizing and tense years, 
Britain and America finally came to blows at Lexington and 
Concord. On April 18, 1775, General Gage sent a detachment 
of 700 soldiers from Boston to confiscate ammunition and 
muskets stored in Concord. The following morning, seventy 
armed minutemen met the Redcoats on Lexington green. Shots 
were fired by both sides, and when the battle concluded 
fifteen minutes later, eight Americans lay dead, and ten 
nursed wounds. Undeterred, the British marched on to 
Concord where they encountered over 300 minutemen. By the 
time the English soldiers returned to Boston almost half 
of the original contingent had been wounded, or killed by 
rebel gunfire.
A month later, on May 10, the Second Continental Congress 
met in Philadelphia. The delegates prepared for war by 
authorizing the formation of a national army, designating 
George Washington as commander and chief, and issuing paper
17
money to support the cause. Though the Congress stopped
short of declaring independence, hope for reconciliation
completely vanished. By the summer of 1775 the battles
of Bunker Hill and Ticonderoga had been fought, George
III had proclaimed that the colonies were in a state of
rebellion, and 25,000 British troops were on the way to
America. As General Washington prepared to organize a
national army in Cambridge, Benedict Arnold and Richard
Montgomery surged into Canada with their respective
troops. This onslaught floundered, and on December 31,
1775, amidst a raging blizzard, the Patriot forces absorbed
a defeat at Quebec. Montgomery was killed leading a
charge, and Arnold suffered severe wounds. The Americans
6
never threatened Canada again.
Although in March the British abandoned Boston, 1776 
was not a peak year for the Patriot cause. General William 
Howe, who had replaced Thomas Gage as commander and chief, 
led a 35,000-man expedition, supported by 500 warships, in 
an invasion of New York City early in July. Washington's 
army comprised half as many men, thousands of whom were 
ill-trained militia troops. For the next five months 
Howe's regiments pursued the Americans within the confines 
of the city. The embattled Patriots suffered numerous set­
backs, but General Howe's indecisiveness, caution, and lack 
of a killer instinct permitted the Continental army to sur­
vive. By December the Redcoats had secured New York, and 
they occupied it until the end of the war. Washington's
18
predicament was desperate, but he uplifted American morale 
with a bold and brilliant assault on Trenton. On Christmas 
night, Washington and 2 ,500 soldiers crossed the ice-filled 
Delaware River and overwhelmed the Hessian defenders at 
Trenton. He followed up this rousing victory one week 
later by forcing Lord Charles Cornwallis and his army to 
retreat from Princeton. Despite the paucity of military 
triumphs, the rebel cause had received a boost in morale 
during the year with publication of Tom Paine's Common 
Sense in January, and pronouncement of the Declaration of 
Independence in July. Common Sense sold 120,000 copies in 
a few months, and it added a crusading and missionary tone 
to the American struggle. The Declaration dramatized 
America's resolve to break away completely from England; 
furthermore, it elevated the ethical and moral character 
of the rebellion by stressing that the salvation of freedom 
and democracy were the goals, and not some mercenary motive 
such as conquest of territory.
Perturbed by the stout and prolonged resistance of the 
colonists, English leaders formulated a master plan de­
signed to crush the enemy by the summer of 1777. The 
"three-pronged attack," as it was called, involved three 
British armies whose objective was to rendezvous in Albany, 
New York. The English anticipated that Washington and his 
army would be entrapped in a vise from which there would be 
no escape. Capture of the Continental army and its leader 
presumably would mean the end of the rebellion. The
19
enterprise required General John Burgoyne1s unit to head 
south from Canada via Lake Champlain down the Hudson 
River to Albany. Colonel Barry St. Leger's troops were 
to leave Fort Oswego from Lake Ontario and push through 
the Mohawk Valley to Albany. General Howe and his men 
were to travel up the Hudson River from New York toward 
Albany. Communication lapses and inept coordination 
brought disaster rather than success. Instead of going 
North, General Howe and 15,000 men headed for Philadelphia; 
the British took possession of the city on September 26.
St. Leger's2,500-man contingent tasted defeat at Oriskany 
a month earlier. Isolated and cut off from supplies and 
reinforcements, General Burgoyne surrendered 8000 soldiers 
to General Horatio Gates after losing at Saratoga. This 
battle stands as a crucial turning point because shortly 
thereafter France declared war against England. Within 
eighteen months French military might, finances, and re­
sources made invaluable contributions to the American 
cause.
During 1779 Britain, anticipating strong Loyalist 
support, concentrated its offensive in the South. Even 
though the Redocats attained impressive victories, and 
conquered huge chunks of territory, final victory eluded 
them. America had become a quagmire sapping British 
manpower, resources, money, energy, strength, and will. 
When 1781 approached, the Continental army bolstered by 
French armed forces could hold its own with the best
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English brigades. The end for Great Britain occurred sud­
denly but not unexpectedly on October 19, 1781. After a 
three-week seige General Cornwallis and his 7,500 soldiers 
on Yorktown peninsula surrendered to a combined Franco- 
American army commanded by George Washington and Comte 
de Rochambeau. After complicated diplomatic wrangling, 
England granted the thirteen colonies independence at 
Paris on September 3, 178 3.
Suspicious of centralized authority, American leaders 
established the Articles of Confederation, a frame of 
government which assured supremacy of state sovereignty.
The national government consisted of a one-house legisla­
ture containing representatives from each state. Each 
state delegation had one vote. Passage of a law required 
nine votes, and an amendment needed unanimous approval.
The Confederation government could not tax or regulate 
commerce, and its power to wage war and negotiate treaties 
depended on the support of state governments. No execu­
tive, or judicial, branch of government was set up. 
Consequently, the thirteen delegates could not arbitrate 
disputes amongst the states, nor force them to comply with 
their dictates. Most Americans accepted this political 
system, but a strong, well-organized nationalist movement 
headed by Alexander Hamilton called for a constitutional 
convention to alter the Confederation government. Per­
sistence by the Nationalists resulted in the Constitutional 
Convention held in Philadelphia from May through September
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178 7. During that four-month period, fifty-five delegates
labored to create a new government. After weeks of heated
debate and numerous compromises, thirty-nine men signed
the Constitution. The Articles of Confederation government
was scrapped and in its place a new and stronger central
government was established. By 1789 most of the states
had ratified the Constitution, and on April 30, before
cheering crowds, George Washington was sworn in as first
7
President of the United States in New York City.
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CHAPTER TWO
ORIGINS OF AN AMERICAN NATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS
Great Britain's imperial policies during the 1760's 
and early 1770's provided the impetus for the emergence 
of political essayists whose writings (particularly pam­
phlets) not only opposed English measures, but in turn 
fostered a national consciousness and a rebellious spirit 
within the colonies. Consequently, by the time of 
Lexington and Concord, most colonists, no matter how 
disparate in temperament, cultural background, ethnic 
ancestry, and regional locality, had developed a state 
of mind which told them that despite their loyalty to 
the mother country they were first and foremost Americans 
who were willing to fight to preserve their freedoms.
This phenomenon was nowhere more evident than in the 
growing body of tract and pamphlet literature.
The "opening scene of American resistance,"  ^ as his­
torian George Bencroft put it, occurred in Boston during 
February, 1761, when the Superior Court of that colony 
rendered a decision to grant a renewal of writs of 
assistance to customs officials in the name of George III, 
who became king when George II died in 1760. Dozens of 
Bostonians crammed into the council chamber of the Old 
Town House, where the proceedings were held, to hear
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lawyers Oxenbridge Thacher and James Otis speak out against 
the legality of granting new writs of assistance to customs 
officers. Although tolerated by the colonial merchants 
during the reign of George II, the writs had never been 
popular and this appeared an appropriate time to challenge 
their legality.
Oxenbridge Thacher uttered the first salvo of criti­
cism. Twenty-six-year-old John Adams, who was present in 
court, provided the only detailed account of what was 
said by the participants who argued for and against the 
writs. His notes inform us that Thacher spoke "with the
softness of manners, the ingenuity and cool reasoning,
2
which were remarkable in his amiable character." But it
was James Otis who fired the imagination and emotions of
the colonists who heard his speech. His eloquence, fiery
passion, and intellectual power enraptured listeners in
the courtroom as he talked for nearly five hours. Speaking
in a righteous tone, Otis declared, "The writ prayed for in
this petition, being general, is illegal. It is a power
that places the liberty of every man in the hands of every
petty officer . . . .  Everyone, with this writ, may be a 
3
tyrant." Assessing the impact of the speech, John Adams 
dramatically concluded that "Otis's oration against the 
writs of assistance breathed into this nation the breath 
of life . . . .  American Independence was then and there 
born; the seeds of patriots were then and there sown 
. . . . Then and there was the first scene of the first
25
act of opposition to the first arbitrary claims of Great 
4
Britain." John Adams exaggerated the importance of Otis's 
speech regarding the American Revolution, but it did 
represent an "authentic token of that sensitive and proud 
condition of the American colonial mind out of which all 
the later acts of Revolutionary resistance was born."
James Otis was thirty-six years old when he gave the 
speech that "breathed into this nation the breath of life." 
After graduating from Harvard at eighteen, he studied law 
and in 1748 was admitted to the bar in Plymouth. Two 
years later Otis came to Boston, and over the next decade 
he established a distinguished reputation in his profes­
sion. In 1760, he received the position of King's advocate 
general of the vice-admiralty court in Boston from which 
he resigned when it became evident that the British were 
going to renew the policy of writs of assistance. This 
action along with his speech against the writs made him a 
leader amongst the colonists in Massachusetts who believed 
that the English were encroaching on their constitutional 
rights.
In 1761 James Otis was elected to a seat in the 
Massachusetts General Court. The following year, in 
October, the new legislator attracted attention when he 
published his first written condemnation of British policy 
in a pamphlet entitled A Vindication of the Conduct of the 
House of Representatives of the Province of Massachusetts 
Bay. This political tract was written in response to
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action taken by Royal Governor Sir Francis Bernard and his 
Council earlier in the year when the General Court was not 
in session. At the time, Bernard and the Council approved 
an expenditure to renovate an armed ship. The public 
probably would not have objected to such an act by the 
Governor a few years earlier, but many colonists still 
felt indignant over the renewal of the writs of assistance, 
and when the House of Representatives reconvened, Otis and 
his supporters challenged the constitutional validity of 
the Governor and Council raising money without the legis­
lature's sanction.
The Vindication set forth the notion that taxation 
without consent of duly elected representatives is uncon­
stitutional— an argument subsequently used by Americans 
against taxation of the British colonies by Parliament.
The Vindication holds great importance in this regard, for 
it "may be considered the original source from which all 
subsequent arguments against taxation were derived."^ Otis 
justified his position by referring to natural rights that 
should pertain to the governed:
1. God made all men naturally equal; 2. The idea of 
earthly superiority, preeminence, and grandeur are 
educational, at least acquired not innate; 3. Kings 
were— and plantation governors should be— made for 
the good of the people, and not the people for them;
4. No government has a right to make slaves of the 
subjects.7
Although the issue at stake involved local politics in 
which
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Otis was the hero of a little struggle in the single 
colony of Massachusetts . . .  he had the opportunity 
of rehearsing in miniature the part he was to take 
in the larger subsequent struggle involving the whole 
continent; and to fix clearly in his own mind the 
logical formula under which, in protecting the rights 
of Massachusetts, the rights of all America were to 
be protected.8
Two years later, in March, 176 4, when Parliament en­
acted the Revenue Bill, Otis emerged as a national figure 
by challenging imperial policy in the pamphlet The Rights 
of the British Colonies Asserted and Approved, published 
in July. Otis argued that supreme power resided "origi­
nally and ultimately in the people" who delegated political 
authority based on public trust and consent. Therefore, 
"that the person or persons on whom the sovereignty is
conferred by the people, shall incessantly consult their 
9
good." Parliament violated this principle of government 
by arbitrarily imposing a tax on the colonists without 
their consent. This meant tyranny to Otis, who insisted 
"that no parts of his majesty's dominions can be taxed 
without their consent," unless "represented in the supreme 
or subordinate legislature."1^
James Otis maintained that he did not write the pam­
phlet to spur a rebellion, but rather to avert one.
Speaking for himself and fellow Americans, Otis emphasized 
that "we love, esteem, and reverence our mother-country 
and adore our king. And could the choice of independence 
be offered the colonies or subjection to Great Britain 
upon any terms above absolute slavery, I am convinced they
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would accept the latter." Despite the moderate and con­
ciliatory tone, the pamphlet furnished "the starting point 
for the entire movement of revolutionary reasoning, by 
which some two millions of people were to justify them­
selves in the years to come, as they advanced along their
11
rugged and stormy path toward independence."
Oxenbridge Thacher, the forty-four-year-old Boston 
lawyer, joined Otis in denouncing the Revenue Act in the 
pamphlet The Sentiments of a British American, published 
on September 17, 1764. After pledging his loyalty to 
England, Thacher, like Otis, agreed that the Revenue Act 
violated American constitutional rights because the col­
onists were taxed without the consent of their representa­
tives. The bill also increased the number of admiralty 
courts in America which Thacher perceived as a threat to 
the colonists' liberties. Although Otis’s reputation as 
a critic of parliament's tax policies exceeded that of 
Thacher's, both pamphlets received widespread support from 
merchants and political leaders in New England and other 
colonies.
The positive reaction to these pamphlets in America 
should have alerted British leaders to proceed with caution 
when it came to imposing arbitrary taxes on the colonists. 
This did not happen, however, because Prime Minister George 
Grenville announced that a stamp tax would be levied on the 
colonists the following spring. Once again the slogan "no 
taxation without representation" echoed throughout the
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land. Stephen Hopkins, Governor of Rhode Island, launched
the initial broadside against the Stamp Act on December
22, 1764, with publication of The Rights of the British
Colonies Examined. This political tract, which won the
endorsement of the Rhode Island Assembly, upheld the
principle that only legislators elected by the colonists
could tax Americans. The pamphlet received an enthusiastic
12reception throughout the country.
By the time that The Rights of the British Colonies
Examined gained notice, Connecticut Governor, Thomas Fitch,
expressed his colony's disapproval of the Stamp Act in
Reasons why the British Colonies in America Should Not Be
Charged with Internal Taxes. Like previous pamphlets,
this one voiced loyalty to England and King George III,
but it also asserted that Americans are a free people who
13
should be taxed only by elected officials. Hopkins and 
Fitch became minor celebrities in New England when their 
authorship of these pamphlets was disclosed. More sig­
nificantly, colonial opposition challenging Britain's 
right to tax Americans was becoming more commonplace and 
increasing at a swift and bold pace.
By the spring of 1765, colonial assemblies began 
taking a staunch anti-tax position. During May 29-31, 
the Virginia legislature adopted Patrick Henry's resolves
which declared that only the House of Burgesses could tax 
. . 14
Virginians. The other colonies framed similar resolu­
tions using Virginia as a guide. At this time, no colonial
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assembly proposed outright resistance if English officials 
attempted to collect the stamp tax. But whether they 
realized it or not, colonial leaders and ordinary citizens 
were gradually developing a national consciousness in the 
midst of this constitutional dispute with the mother coun­
try that eventually would unite them in a common cause.
As summer approached, Massachusetts became the focal 
point of resistance to the Stamp Act. By then, Sam Adams 
and his cousin John had assumed major roles in the politi­
cal affairs of the colony, along with James Otis, Over 
the next decade Samuel Adams became the protagonist in 
directing the colonies down the road of rebellion. Thomas 
Jefferson called him the "Man of the Revolution."-1-5 In 
considering the events that led to the American Revolution, 
if one failed to take into account the exploits of Sam 
Adams, one "would be . . . viewing the history of Modern
Europe without Napoleon and B i s m a r c k . A d a m s ,  a failure 
at everything else that he had tried, was nevertheless a
brilliant politician, superb organizer, master propagan- 
17dist, rousing orator, and gifted writer. Adams rarely
published under his own name; he instead used numerous
fictitious identities such as "A Bostonian, "Populus,"
"A Layman," or a "Son of Liberty." His writings from
1765 to 1776, which were voluminous, included hundreds of
newspaper articles, countless letters, speeches, state
18
papers, and pamphlets. At times what Adams wrote 
aroused the fury of British officials who concurred with
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Governor Bernard when he said, "Damn that Adams, every dip
19of his pen stings like a horned snake." Adams deserves 
the tribute "Man of the Revolution." Beginning with the 
Stamp Act crisis when he represented Boston in the General 
Court until 1774 when he became a delegate from Massachu­
setts to the First Continental Congress, Samuel Adams
"was the real director of the policy of opposition in the
20eastern colonies." He was the first legislative leader 
to deny all legislative authority of Parliament over the 
colonies and the first to propose and plot the strategy 
of opposition by establishing committees of correspondence, 
issuing circular letters, advocating non-importation of 
English goods, suggesting inter-colonial union, and sup­
porting the beginning of a national government under a 
Continental Congress.
John Adams did not possess the "firebrand" tempera­
ment of Sam Adams, but he was as ardent as his cousin in 
denouncing Parliament's tax policy. Four essays written 
by John Adams criticizing the Stamp Act appeared in the 
Boston Gazette the first week of August, 1765. The 
articles were reprinted in several newspapers throughout 
New England, and they provoked considerable public agita­
tion toward the mother country. In 1768, the essays were
consolidated and published in London under the title A
21Dissertation Under the Canon and Feudal Laws.
Four months after the publication of the four arti­
cles by Adams, James Otis returned to the limelight when
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his Considerations on Behalf of the Colonies in a Letter to
a Noble Lord appeared in print on September 4. This piece
was a response to English writer Soame Jenyns, who upheld
Parliament's right to tax the colonies. Once again Otis
professed loyalty to the Crown and England, but the tone
in Considerations was caustic and threatening. Otis took
himself and the colonies another stride down the road of
rebellion when he warned Jenyns and Britain that "Revolu-
22
tions have been. They may be again." During the next 
four years Otis reamined active as a writer and politician. 
He became an increasingly dominant figure in the Massachu­
setts General Court, and was one of the prominent dele­
gates at the New York Stamp Act Congress in October 1765. 
Tragedy befell James Otis on the evening of September 5, 
1769, in a British coffee house on State Street in Boston. 
On that occasion, he became involved in a heated argument 
with a British official who hit him on the head several 
times. The injury added to his mental instability, and 
from that time until his death in May, 1783, Otis played 
virtually no role in colonial affairs.
The ominous statement by Otis regarding the possibil­
ity of an American rebellion made in Considerations stirred 
the emotions of some pamphleteers. For example, Stephen 
Johnson, Congregationalist Minister in New London, Connect­
icut, voiced similar threats in a series of five articles 
printed in the New London Gazette during September and 
October of 1765. Addressing the "Freemen of the Colony of
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Connecticut," Johnson vehemently denied the constitution­
ality of the Stamp Act as well as any other mode of 
colonial taxation by Parliament. If England's tax policy 
continued, Johnson predicted that a bloody revolution
would ensue and that the mother country would endure "the
23
loss of two millions of the best affected subjects."
The efforts of James Otis, Sam Adams, Pastor Johnson, 
and others during this critical period were commendable, 
but up to this time colonial resistance lacked the ingre­
dient it needed most— unity. Prompted by the urging of 
the Massachusetts General Court, nine colonies sent dele­
gates to the New York Stamp Act Congress which remained 
in session from October 7 to 25. After avowing loyalty 
to the King and subordination to Parliament, the delegates 
proceeded to reject Parliament's prerogative to tax the 
colonies. Consensus was the keynote as the Congress drew 
up fourteen resolutions that comprised The Declaration of 
Rights and Grievances, written by John Dickinson of Penn­
sylvania. Petitions to George III and Parliament demanding 
repeal of the Sugar and Stamp Acts, and restriction of the 
jurisdiction of admiralty courts, were sent to England with 
the Declaration of Rights and Grievances. The resolutions 
adopted by the delegates embodied the principles of no 
taxation without representation and natural rights which 
already had appeared in newspapers, pamphlets, and declara­
tions of colonial legislatures. This time, however, the 
colonists spoke with a unified voice. As the members
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prepared to go home after the proceedings ended, they 
shared a kinship and solidarity that soon became pervasive 
throughout the colonies. A national consciousness began 
to form in America. Indicative of this trend was a state­
ment made to a friend by Dr. Joseph Warren of Boston that 
the Stamp Act crisis accomplished "what the most zealous 
colonists could never have expected! The colonists until 
now'were at variance and foolishly jealous of each other,
they are now . . . united . . . nor will they soon forget
24
the weight this close union gives them."
The English leaders acknowledged defeat regarding the 
Stamp Act, and on March 16, 1766, Parliament revoked the 
bill. But the following year, on July 2, Parliament passed 
the Townshend Acts, which included a tax on colonial im­
ports of lead, paint, paper, glass, and tea. At this 
point, John Dickinson moved to center stage as a leading 
champion of American rights. Although moderate in tone, 
Dickinson never wavered in his conviction that Parliament 
had no right to tax the colonies. He gained instant fame 
in America and Europe when the twelve essays he wrote en­
titled Letters from a Farmer in Pennsylvania to the Inhab­
itants of the British Colonies were published in a Phila­
delphia newspaper from December 2, 176 7 to February 15,
186 8. Characterized as "the most brilliant event in the
25
literary history of the Revolution," their impact and 
circulation were not exceeded by any other political 
writing during the Revolutionary era except for Tom Paine's
35
Common Sense. The Farmer1s Letters were reprinted in 
twenty-one of twenty-five American newspapers, and even­
tually published in pamphlet form in Philadelphia, Boston,
2 6New York, Williamsburg, London, Dublin, and Paris.
John Dickinson added nothing new to the ongoing con­
stitutional squabble over the tax issue between his coun­
trymen and Great Britain, but he stated the colonial cause 
more effectively, eloquently, and cogently than anybody 
else. Despite the moderate and conciliatory tone in the 
Farmer1s Letters, Dickinson warned that "we cannot be 
happy, without being free; that we cannot be free without 
being secure in our property; that we cannot be secure in 
our property, if, without our consent, others may, as by
right, take it away; that taxes imposed on us by Parlia-
2 7ment, do thus take it away." Although Dickinson did not 
advocate rebellion (he refused to sign the Declaration of 
Independence), his logic dictated revolution. He conceded 
the sovereignty of Parliament, yet he denied its right to 
tax the colonies. He pledged loyalty to the Crown, but he 
persistently criticized George Ill's policies.
John Dickinson was thirty-five years old when he wrote 
the Farmer1s Letters. Prior to that time he had acquired a 
law degree from the Middle Temple in London during 1756. 
Returning to the Chesapeake Bay area in Maryland, Dickinson 
became a successful lawyer and landowner. He began his 
political career at twenty-eight years old when he won a 
seat in the Delaware legislature. A few years later he was
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elected to the Pennsylvania assembly in which he served 
until 1776. He also represented Pennsylvania as a delegate 
to the New York Stamp Act Congress, and the Continental 
Congress from 1774 to 1776. He became Governor of Delaware 
in 1781, and of Pennsylvania in 1782. Dickinson opposed 
independence, but when the fight with England began he 
remained loyal to the Patriot cause. During the Revolution 
he briefly commanded a brigade of troops from Pennsylvania, 
and he wrote the first draft of the Articles of Confedera­
tion which established the basis of an American government 
independent of England. He took part in the Constitutional 
Convention, and urged ratification of the Constitution.
John Dickinson stayed active up to his death in 1808. A
worthy tribute to his memory is the characterization of him
2 8as the "Penman of the American Revolution."
On February 11, 1768, a few days before Dickinson's 
last Farmer's Letters was published, the Massachusetts 
House of Representatives endorsed a letter written by Sam 
Adams and ordered copies sent to other colonial assemblies. 
The so-called Circular Letter, like Dickinson's Farmer's 
Letters, denounced the Townshend Acts as unconstitutional, 
and appealed for a united protest by the colonies to the 
King. The tone of the Circular Letter bore restraint, but 
some British government officials who came to power after 
the death of Townshend in September 1767, were not in a 
temporizing mood. For them, the literary protests of 
England's imperial policies were occurring too frequently,
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anti were too anti-British. Agreeing with this view, George 
III ordered Bernard to dissolve the Massachusetts legisla­
ture if it did not rescind the Circular Letter. On June 28, 
1768, by a vote of 92 to 17, the legislators refused to 
comply with the Crown's demand; shortly thereafter the leg­
islature was temporarily dissolved. Three weeks earlier 
British customs officials had seized John Hancock's sloop, 
Liberty, because he had refused to pay duties on wine being 
imported into Boston. These two events stoked emotions to 
a high pitch throughout the colony. Riots broke out in 
Boston forcing royal customs officials to flee to the safety 
of the frigate Romney docked in the harbor. George III re­
sponded to this crisis by sending two regiments of regulars 
under the command of Thomas Gage to Boston. The arrival of 
Redcoats into the city prompted the pen that "stings like a 
horned snake" to write that
military power is by no means calculated to convince 
the understandings of men. It may in another part 
of the world affright women and children, and perhaps 
some weak men, out of their senses, but will never 
awe a sensible American tamely to surrender his lib­
erty . . . to be called to account by a common soldier
or any soldier, is a badge of slavery which none but a
slave will w e a r .  ^
On April 12, 1770, Parliament repealed the Townshend 
acts with the exception of the tax on tea. After the Boston 
massacre a month earlier, relative calm ensued between 
England and the colonies for over three years. Neverthe­
less, anti-British sentiment and agitation in America did 
not diminish. On November 2, the Boston town meeting, led
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by Sam Adams, sanctioned formation of a Committee of Cor­
respondence designed to communicate with other towns and 
colonies. The twenty-one-member committee issued its first 
correspondence by sending Sam Adams' State of the Rights of 
the Colonists to communities throughout America. Within a 
year, most colonial legislatures established committees of 
correspondence which eventually served as cauldrons of 
sedition contributing to the increasing rebellious tempera­
ment and spirit within the colonies.
The Boston Tea Party followed by Parliament's Intoler­
able Acts put the colonies and the mother country on a 
collision course once again. These events kept the pens of 
colonial agitators busy. During the summer of 1774, Thomas 
Jefferson and James Wilson contributed to the anti-British 
rhetoric which by that time had permeated every colony. 
Thirty-one-year-old Thomas Jefferson established himself 
as a bold and defiant critic of England's colonial policies 
with publication (July) of A Summary View of Rights of 
British America. The stage for this memorable literary 
event was a convention held in Williamsburg, Virginia, by 
radical members of the House of Burgesses who met to select 
delegates to the First Continental Congress, and to issue 
a statement denouncing the Intolerable Acts. Jefferson, 
who was ill, could not attend the gathering, but he for­
warded his resolutions to its presiding chairman, Peyton 
Randolph. Soon after the convention adjourned, Jefferson's 
resolutions were published under the title A Summary View
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of the Rights of British America. This pamphlet, reprinted 
in several editions, brought Jefferson fame and notoriety. 
When A Summary View reached London, it affected English 
readers like a bombshell. An angry Parliament reacted to 
it by putting Jefferson's name on a bill of attainder for 
proscription. Advocates of Britain's undisputed sover­
eignty over the American colonies had good reason to be 
shaken. Jefferson practically sounded the call to revolu­
tion when he asserted that Parliament had no authority 
over the colonies whatsoever. He declared that
The inhabitants of the several states of British 
America are subject to the laws which they adopted 
at their first settlement, and to such others as 
have been since made by their respective leaders 
duly constituted and appointed with their own con­
sent. That no other legislature whatever may 
rightfully exercise authority over them, and that 
these privileges they hold as the common rights of 
mankind . . . .  30
George III, contended Jefferson, shared guilt with Parlia­
ment in violating American liberties by vetoing colonial 
bills, dissolving legislatures, using troops, and gener­
ally supporting measures which were oppressive and anti-
31 •democratic. No American had attacked the King publically
in this manner up to that time. A Summary View had the
most powerful impact of Jefferson's revolutionary writings
except for the Declaration of Independence.
Jefferson's thinking in A Summary view was influenced 
by one of the most brilliant and eminent lawyers in 
America, James Wilson of Pennsylvania. The thirty-two-year- 
old Wilson made an impressive legal case for the colonial
40
cause in Considerations on the Nature and Extent of the
Legislative Authority of the British Parliament, published
in May, 1774. Wilson maintained that American colonies
were tied to England because of allegiance to the King,
32and that Parliament had no authority over them. By 
claiming independence from Parliament, Wilson proposed 
dominion status for the American colonies— a view shared 
by Jefferson, John Adams, and held by many other leaders 
at that time. The British totally rejected the idea, and 
by doing so helped nudge Americans closer to rebellion. 
Although James Wilson remains in the background when his­
tories of the Revolutionary era are written, his contribu­
tions to the cause for independence were extensive and 
valuable. In addition to Considerations, Wilson served as 
a delegate to the Continental Congress and Constitutional 
Convention, and was one of six men who signed the Declara­
tion and Constitution. He later taught law at Pennsylvania 
University, and served as an associate justice on the 
Supreme Court for ten years up to his death in 1798.
A few months after the writings of Wilson and Jefferson 
appeared, the First Continental Congress convened in Phila­
delphia on September 5, 1774. During the proceedings, Sam 
Adams promised that
if the British administration and government do not 
return to the principles of moderation and equity, 
the evil at which they profess to aim at preventing 
by their rigorous measures, will the sooner be 
brought to pass, namely, the entire separation and 
independence of the c o l o n i e s . ^3
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The Crown and Parliament rejected Adam's advice when they 
branded the Declaration of Rights and Resolves adopted by 
the Congress as seditious. Rather than to conciliate, 
George Ill's response to a "return to the principles of 
moderation and equity" was to dispatch additional troops 
to America.
In December 1774, Alexander Hamilton of New York came 
to the forefront as a defender of American rights when he 
answered an attack on the Continental Congress by Anglican 
clergyman Samuel Seabury. Seabury, one of the most articu­
late Tory pamphleteers, presented his views in a series of 
four articles entitled A Westchester Farmer. The "Farmer" 
charged that the Congress was illegal, and that this action
by colonial leaders hindered the prospect of reconciliation 
34with England. Hamilton replied in A Full Vindication of 
the Measures of the Congress from the Calumnies of Their 
Enemies and The Farmer Refuted. Taking his cue from Wilson 
and Jefferson, the seventeen-year-old author denied Parlia­
ment the right to impose legislation, or taxation, on the 
colonies. America's tie to England, he reasoned, was to 
the Crown and not Parliament. Significantly, Hamilton used 
terms such as "America," the "American continent," and "we" 
making few references to region or l o c a l i t y . B e c a u s e  
these two pamphlets received an enthusiastic reception by 
the American public, it can be inferred that by 1775 a 
sense of "nationality" was emerging throughout the col­
onies.
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A few months prior to the battles of Lexington and 
Concord, Tory Daniel Leonard, a lawyer from Taunton, wrote 
a series of articles signed Massachusettensis, which 
criticized the Continental Congress and implored the 
colonists to remain loyal to England. The articles, pub­
lished in the Boston Gazette, did not go unanswered very 
long. John Adams countered with the Novanglus Letters, 
published in Boston from January 23 to April 17, 1775. 
Reprinted in pamphlet form, the Novanglus Letters enum- 
erated the instances of British oppression beginning in 
the 1760's. Rather than a plea for reconciliation with 
England, Adams denounced Parliament as tyrannical, and 
demanded that George III grant the colonies virtual inde­
pendence when he said, "I say, America is not any part of
3 6the British realm, or dominions . . . ." Two days after
the last Novanglus Letter was written Americans set out 
to disassociate themselves from the "British realm" when 
Minutemen fired at Redcoats on Lexington Green, April 19, 
1775.
With each passing month, the experience of the Revo­
lution evoked an increasingly more intense and widespread 
national unity throughout the country. Political writings 
were an important ingredient in sustaining and broadening 
this mentality. The first significant literary effort
during the American Revolution came from the pen of Thomas 
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Paine. On November 30, 1774, thirty-seven-year-old Tom 
Paine arrived in Philadelphia unnoticed and with little
43
money. A letter of introduction by Benjamin Franklin gave 
him access to Whig leaders in Philadelphia and other col­
onies. Up to that time Paine's life had been one of fail­
ure and poverty. Born in 1737 in the Norfolk village of 
Thetford, England, Paine learned the trade of staymaking 
from his father, but neither that skill nor his birthplace 
intrigued him and during the Seven Years' War he joined the 
navy. Afterwards, he returned to his hometown where he 
worked as a staymaker and government employee in the excise 
department. Unhappy with his status, a frustrated Tom 
Paine ventured to America in 1774 hoping to attain success. 
It came quickly and in a phenomenal manner that neither he 
nor anyone else could have imagined.
With publication (Philadelphia) of the forty-four-
page pamphlet Common Sense on January 9, 1776, Paine no
longer had to worry about failure and anonymity. His
name soon became inscribed in the minds and hearts of
hundreds of thousands of Americans. Referred to as "one
of the most remarkable political pamphlets in the history
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of English writing," Common Sense became the "bible" 
for the Whig cause during the Revolution. One hundred 
twenty thousand copies were published in three months, 
and before the end of the year twenty-five editions were 
printed. The compelling appeal of Common Sense was its 
straightforward, blunt, and provocative style. Devoid 
of erudition, logic, or intellectual refinements, the 
ideas in Common Sense were stated with "lucidity, with
4 4
sparkling liveliness, with rough, incisive, and captivating 
39force." Paine wrote with "excitement, bold simplicity,"
and "he furnished straightforward, uncomplicated guidance
for artisans, mechanics, and farmers. He carried a new
philosophy to the mass of American people, and turned the
40
resistance movement into a revolt.
After commenting on the title page that Common Sense 
was "addressed to the inhabitants of America," Paine as­
sured his readers that "in the following pages I offer 
nothing more than simple facts, plain arguments, and common 
sense." To Paine, the "simple fact" was that the colonies 
should strive for independence, not reconciliation. He 
challenged "the warmest advocate for reconciliation to show 
a single advantage that this continent can reap by being 
connected with Great Britian." England, argued Paine, in­
hibited America's commercial opportunities and economic 
growth; this alone served as grounds for separation.
Paine refused to accept the notion of dominion status for 
the colonies— only total independence from England would 
insure political freedom in America. As for loyalty to 
George XII, Paine's sharp pen dubbed him "the royal brute 
of Britain." Continued dialogue, insisted Paine, was 
useless; it was now time for action. He wrote that "the 
period of debate is closed. Arms as the last resource
decide the contest." This meant that any hope for "recon-
41
ciliation is now a fallacious dream." Americans con­
curred with the author of Common Sense, because less than
45
six months later the Declaration of Independence cut all 
ties with England.
Following Common Sense, Paine wrote sixteen American 
Crisis papers, which were published at irregular intervals 
during the next seven years. The first Crisis paper, ap­
pearing on December 19, 1776, came at one of the gloomiest 
moments during the Revolution. George Washington and his 
Continental army had suffered several major defeats in New 
York City, and by January, 1777, retreated to New Jersey. 
Most Americans thought the fight for independence was 
lost. Paine uplifted the faltering spirits of his country­
men with the rousing words, "These are the times that try 
men's souls. The summer soldier and sunshine patriot will, 
in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country,
but he that stands it now deserves the love and thanks of 
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man and woman." Latter Crisis papers dealt not only
with military matters, but also with financial problems,
loyalist opposition, national union and government, and
peace. After the war, Paine made a plea for national
unity in Crisis paper thirteen, dated April 19, 178 3. He
began by saying that "the times that tried men's souls
are over, and the greatest and completest revolution the
43
world ever knew gloriously and happily accomplished."
Now, emphasized Paine, America must build a nation to 
preserve and nurture the liberties defended on the battle­
field. National unity is vital because "the union” is
46
that great palladium of our safety and liberty 
. . . . It is the most sacred thing in the con­
stitution of America and that which every man 
should be proud and tender of. Our citizenship 
in the United States is our national character.
Our citizenship in any particular state is only 
our local distinction. By the latter we are 
known at home, by the former to the world. Our 
great title is Americans.44
Paine's contribution to the Revolution included not 
only his writings, but also involvement in battles. He 
joined Washington and the Continental army at Valley 
Forge, and served as aide-de-camp to General Nathaniel 
Greene. The Continental Congress appointed him secretary 
of the committee on foreign affairs in 1777--a position 
that he held for three years. Never accorded reverential 
praise comparable to other Founding Fathers of the Re­
public, Paine at least deserves tribute "for giving mem­
orable expression to American life at its most decisive
moment," and consequently merits a "special place in the
45
formative literature of the new republic."
Inspired by Tom Paine's Common Sense, American Pa­
triots were eager to formally break with England by the 
spring of 1776. The announcement to separate became of­
ficial with publication of the Declaration of Independence 
46
in July. On June 7, 1776, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia 
presented a resolution in the Continental Congress calling 
for independence from Great Britain. Four days later the 
Congress appointed a five-man committee to draft a declara­
tion of independence. Thomas Jefferson wrote the document 
which was signed by fifty-six men, and supported by
47
American Patriots. The Declaration has been referred to as
an "over-praised production" lacking originality and "be-
47
longing to the sophomoric period of our national life."
To the Revolutionary generation the Declaration was hardly 
"sophomoric." It assumed incalculable importance in the 
struggle toward independence because it made the rebellion 
respectable and morally justifiable, and it clearly defined 
the common cause for which the Patriots were fighting and 
dying. The "over-praised production" intensified patrio­
tism and nationalism throughout the country and uplifted
48
the morale of the American soldier. The Declaration of 
Independence attained fulfillment for Americans on Septem­
ber 3, 1783, when the Paris Peace Treaty granted the former 
thirteen colonies total independence from England. This 
symbolized the culmination "of the opening scene of 
American resistance" which began in a cramped, dusty Boston 
courtroom in February, 1761. Contributing to an increasing 
awareness of national consciousness, was the rise of a new 
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CHAPTER THREE
EMERGENCE OF A NATIONAL SPIRIT
One can only imagine what thoughts raced through the 
mind of the great fifty-seven-year-old general as he pre­
pared to lead his eager countrymen into nationhood. After 
the Revolution, he had desired the solace of quiet retire­
ment on his beloved Mount Vernon estate, but he knew that
destiny had chartered a different course. Amidst a jubi­
lant crowd, George Washington was sworn in as first Presi­
dent of the United States in New York City on April ^0,
1789. A few weeks earlier, Washington had expressed doubts 
about his ability to serve as national leader when he 
remarked to Henry Knox, his friend and artillery commander 
during the Revolution, that he lacked the "competency of
political skill, abilities, and inclination which is nec-
1
essary to manage the Helm."
Americans thought otherwise. Washington symbolized 
not cnly the success of the Revolution, but also the 
virtues of dignity, majesty, and integrity. Nobody else 
could have been entrusted to safeguard the liberties 
guaranteed in the Constitution. Rudolf Van Dorsten, a 
diplomat from the Netherlands who witnessed the inagura- 
tion, grasped the meaning and significance of Washington 
to the new nation. Van Dorsten observed that "the rush
51
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of the people to see their beloved General Washington was
amazing, and their delight and joy were universal and
cordial. At night the whole city was illuminated. No
accident occurred, and everything passed off well and
quietly." Even though Washington occasionally succumbed
to aristocratic trappings by riding in an elaborate
carriage drawn by four horses and wearing a powdered wig,
black velvet dress suit, knee and belt buckles, and a
sword, he displayed a common touch which united Americans.
Van Dorsten reported that "this gentleman alone, by his
courteous and friendly demeanor . . .  by his frugal and
simple mode of living is able to unite the parties in
America and to make the new Government effective and reg-
2
ular in its operation." Washington, however, was not the 
only inspiration which boosted patriotism and nationalism. 
The struggle for independence, the creation of a nation, 
and documents such as the Declaration of Independence and 
the Constitution also acted as catalysts to establish a 
national spirit.
Americans clamored for writers who would extol their 
virtues, ideals, accomplishments, and heroes. A group of 
poets known as the "Hartford Wits" responded to this plea 
by sounding a tone uniquely American. The most notable 
Wits were Joel Barlow, Timothy Dwight, and John Trumbull. 
Joel Barlow was determined to write an epic poem that 
would glorify the ideals and deeds of America. He chose 
Virgil's Aeneid as his model and inspiration. Barlow
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realized his ambition with the publication of The Vision of 
Columbus (178 7) when he was thirty-three years old. The 
poem consists of nine books written in what is today re­
garded as a pompous and turgid style. Barlow explained 
that the purpose of the poem was "to exhibit the importance 
of this country . . .  as the noblest and most elevated part
of the earth, and reserved to be the last and greatest
3
theatre of improvement of mankind."
As the United States grew and prospered, Barlow felt 
the need to revise and expand The Vision of Columbus. This 
poem reached final form as The Columbiad (180 7) . Embel­
lished with a spirit of rousing nationalism, the poem 
celebrates the ideals of liberty, democracy, and represen­
tative government. Barlow proudly viewed The Columbiad as 
"a patriotic legacy to my country," and he anticipated 
that it would "encourage and strengthen, in rising genera­
tions, a sense of importance of Republican institutions." 
Confident of a majestic destiny for the United States, 
Barlow implored his countrymen to renounce "decadent" 
European culture and "give such direction to poetry, 
painting, and other fine arts, that true and useful ideas 
of glory may be implanted in the minds of men here, to take
the place of false and destructive ones that have degraded
4
the specxes in other countries."
Joel Barlow attained modest distinction in American 
letters during his lifetime, but his stature since then 
has dwindled to the extent that he now is rated a minor
54
figure in the history of American literature. Pedantic 
in style, "The Columbiad is best known today as one of 
America's great failures, the book nobody reads, the tin 
plated epic."'* This "tin plated epic," nevertheless, 
touched a respondent chord in the hearts and minds of 
Barlow's contemporaries because it echoed the dreams, 
hopes, and aspirations of an America bubbling with swag­
gering optimism, radiant vitality, and a lusty and aggres­
sive patriotism. Joel Barlow died in 1812, the year that 
the United States and England went to war. He undoubtedly 
would have enjoyed sharing the nation's ecstasy after 
Andrew Jackson's army vanquished the British at New Orleans 
in January, 1815. The victory probably would have con­
firmed his belief that future American greatness was in­
evitable, and that America was "the noblest and most 
elevated part of the earth."
The writings of Timothy Dwight, Congregationalist 
Minister and President of Yale (1795-1817), reveal an 
exuberant nationalism comparable to his fellow Wit, Joel 
Barlow. Dwight's prestige and reputation ranked high 
amongst the New England intelligencia of his day, and he 
was acknowledged as the leader of the Hartford Wits.
His nationalism was as incisive as his pen and tongue.
In a valedictory address presented to the Yale graduating 
class of 1776, the twenty-four-year-old minister urged 
the young scholars to join the Revolution and fight for 
independence. The bonds of unity existed within the
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country, insisted Dwight, for "this continent is inhabited 
by people who have the same religion, the same manner, the 
same interests, the same language, and the same essential 
forms and principles of civil government." Dwight inspired 
his eager listeners when he proclaimed that "never were 
the rights of men so generally, so thoroughly understood, 
or more bravely defended." Americans, he said, should 
not consider themselves "as members of a small neighbor­
hood, town or colony only, but as being conceived in
6
laying the foundations of American greatness."
Timothy Dwight's literary fame rests on the poem 
Greenfield Hill (179 4) and a four-volume journal entitled 
Travels in New England and New York (1821-1822) published 
five years after his death. This Connecticut Yankee did 
not stray far from New England during his lifetime unlike 
the cosmopolitan Joel Barlow, who spent eighteen years in 
England and France. Dwight often identified the virtues 
of the nation with his Federalist politics, Protestantism, 
and localism. Still, he exhibited a lively patriotism 
that encompassed the entire country.
Timothy Dwight intended that his pastoral poem 
Greenfield Hill depict the nation's character, ideals, 
virtues, way of life, government, and potential. Written 
during Washington's administration, it lashed out at 
European critics who demeaned the prospects of the young 
Republic. With haughty reprisal Dwight announced that 
Europe had stagnated into a "garment gothic worn to
frittering shreds . . . unalter'd by the change of years."
Americans, then, must "look not to Europe for examples"
g
because it "offers but a patchwork sway." In the United 
States one finds not a "world unclean" but a land populated 
by sturdy, wholesome, industrious people who cherish free-
Q
dom and democracy.
The boasting claim of superiority by Americans invited 
a barrage of abrasive rejoinders from Europeans, particu­
larly British visitors. Americans answered their foreign 
critics by publishing nationalistic travelogues like 
Dwight's Travels in New England and New York. Dwight 
claimed that he traveled five thousand miles throughout 
New England and New York during holidays while President 
of Yale. Dwight's excursions reaffirmed his faith that 
democratic institutions prospered in the United States. 
Americans, he maintained, established respectable and or­
derly political institutions, and selected responsible 
and civic-minded leaders. According to Dwight, the quality 
of ancient Athenian democracy paled in comparison to the 
brand which existed in this country. "The legislature of 
each town," emphasized Dwight, "is like that of Athens, 
composed of . . .  a majority" which "decides every ques­
tion. The proceedings of this legislature are all con­
trolled by exact rules, and are under the direction of 
proper officers. The confusion incident to popular meet­
ings, and so often disgraceful to those of Athens . . .
10
is effectually prevented" m  the United States. Few
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Americans living at that time would have disagreed with 
that statement.
John Trumbull's fiery nationalism and patriotism 
matched those of his fellow Wits, Barlow and Dwight. By 
1782, the thirty-two-year-old Trumbull virtually ended 
his literary career for a more profitable one in law.
Before he set down his pen, however, Trumbull helped to 
kindle the nascent nationalism prevalent in the colonies 
prior to the Revolution. In the poem Prospect of the 
Future Glory of America delivered at the Yale commencement 
in 1770, Trumbull spoke of America in stirring national­
istic tones. Trumbull predicted that America, inspired 
by "fair freedom" would produce a culture equal to Europe:
This land her Swift and Addison shall view,
The former honours equalled by the new;
Here shall some Shakespeare charm the rising age.
And hold in magic chains the listening stage;
A second Watts shall string the heavenly lyre,
And other muses other hands inspire. 1
John Trumbull's most vital contribution to America's 
patriotic folklore was M 'Fingal: A Modern Epic Poem in
Four Cantos. The plot centered on a struggle between a 
notorious band of Tories led by M'Fingal and courageous 
Patriot adversaries. A climactic scene occurs when 
M'Fingal is tarred and feathered and hoisted atop a liberty 
pole. M'Fingal was a top seller during the Revolution, and 
it underwent thirty reprintings from 1782 to 1840. It be­
came a staple in readers for schoolchildren, and politicans 
quoted from it during their campaigns. Referring
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to the British as "common harlots" certainly guaranteed
12votes for an aspiring office seeker.
Contemporaneous with the Hartford wits was Philip 
Freneau, a considerably better poet and one who has 
retained a much higher literary reputation than the Wits. 
He was twenty-three years old when the Minutemen at Lex­
ington fired the "shot heard 'round the world." Freneau 
fired his own shot in behalf of American patriotism and 
nationalism in 1772 when he and Princetown classmate Henry 
Brackenridge wrote a commencement poem entitled The Rising 
Glory of America■ The idealistic graduates envisioned 
more than a material growth for America:
I see Homer and Milton rise
In all the pomp and majesty of song . . .
A second Pope, like the Arabian bird 
Of which no age can boast but one, may yet 
Awake the muse; by Schuykill silent stream . . .
And Susquehanna's rock stream unsung . . .
Shall yet remurmur to the magic sound 
Of song heroic.
After Princeton, a restless Freneau shifted from job 
to job, often working as a school teacher and sailor. 
Longing for travel he migrated to the West Indies only to 
return to enlist in the Revolutionary militia. During the 
summer of 1780, Freneau was captured by the British and 
imprisoned on a ship anchored in New York harbor. The 
brutality and untreated sickness that Freneau and the 
other imprisoned Patriots experienced horrified him. 
Freneau carried an unremitting hatred toward the British 
for the rest of his life. The shock associated with his
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imprisonment prompted Freneau to convey the revolutionary
cause with heightened defiance and acute sensitivity. As
a result "he became the authentic poet of the American 
14Revolution." Freneau's most memorable Revolutionary poem
was the British Prison Ship (1781) , published in the same
year that the British armies were defeated at Yorktown.
Seething with bitterness and hatred toward the "British
monsters," Freneau strongly appealed to his countrymen to
"glut revenge on this detested foe" and "defeat, destroy,
15and sweep them from this land," for only then would
America be free to chart its destiny.
Freneau's nationalistic poetry is usually associated
only with the Revolution. He lived to witness the War of
1812, and although he was then sixty years old his patriotic
appetite had not diminished. He wrote dozens of poems
praising the fight against the "British monsters." In
To America (1815) Freneau reaffirmed the righteousness of
his nation's cause when he wrote:
O you may see their squadrons yield 
Their legions sink on every field;
And new Burgoynes, to slaughter bred 
Burgoynes, once more, in fetters led,
And you may see all foreign power 
Forever banished from our shore,
And disheartened tyrants mourn,
And Britain to her hell return. 5
The Revolution and the War of 1812 convinced Americans
that it was their mission to spread the gospel of liberty
and democracy throughout the world. Freneau eloquently
voiced this sentiment when he assured his countrymen:
€0
So shall our nation, form'd on Virtue's plan 
Remain the guardian of the Rights of Man,
A vast Republic, form'd through every clime,
Without a king to see the end of time. ^
The patriotic and nationalistic ardor which has shown 
very clearly in the works of American poets enters impor­
tantly in the American theater with Royall Tyler's play, 
the Contrast. His effort to initiate a distinctive American 
theater resulted in this extremely popular anti-British 
comedy. First staged in New York City in 1787, the play 
became an overnight hit. Its evident patriotism excited 
American audiences who delighted in the satirical jibes 
leveled at British customs, manners, and morals. Tyler 
undoubtedly sharpened nationalistic impulses when he re­
marked :
Exult, each patriot heart! - this night is shown 
A piece, which we may fairly call our own . . .
Why should our thoughts to distant countries roam,
When each refinement may be found at home. 8
As writers extolled American virtues and explored the 
meaning of independence, they inevitably created a cult of 
glamorous heroes. Even though the accomplishments and 
characters of Revolutionary leaders and the Founding Fathers 
were exaggerated and distorted, Americans avidly greeted 
publications which venerated their outstanding men. One 
of the most active and successful promoters of this lit­
erary style was Anglican clergyman Mason Locke Weems, an 
itinerant book pedler and writer. Parson Weems gained 
international fame after his memorable biography. The Life 
of Washington, was published in 1800.
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Under the imaginative and fanciful pen of Weems, 
Washington was elevated to the status of a demi-god.
Weems softened the aloof and formal features of Washing­
t o n ’s character, and in turn portrayed the first President 
as pious, self-reliant, industrious, even-tempered, frugal, 
honest, just, courageous, and a lover of democracy. No 
flaws stained the portrait of Washington. The enterprising 
Weems consistently violated historical accuracy, but Ameri­
cans were eager to embrace his Washington. They wanted to 
hear that Washington "had fought the good fight . . . had
glorified God . . . had borne the heat and burden of the
19day . . . "  with strength and valor. This image of 
Washington personified themselves. Although Weems wrote 
self-serving patriotic biographies of Benjamin Franklin, 
William Penn, and Revolutionary War hero Francis Marion, 
none compared in popularity to The Life of Washington.
When Weems died in 1825, the Washington biography under­
went forty reprintings. Its scholarly deficiencies aside, 
the book shaped the image of Washington (and in part 
Americans) for generations, and it profoundly influenced 
subsequent studies of the first President.
Noah Webster, "schoolmaster to America," also glori­
fied American heroes in his History of the United States 
(1787). He established his fame and importance as a lexi­
cographer, not as an historian. Few people today know 
anything about him except that he compiled an English
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dictionary, but he was also an energetic and aggressive 
publicist of American nationalism throughout his life.
Noah Webster launched his patriotic broadside when
he called for literary and linguistic (and generally
cultural) independence from Europe in Grammatical Institute
of the English Language (1783) . Webster declared that
this country must in some future time be distinguished 
by the superiority of her literary improvements as she 
is already the liberality of her civil and ecclesias­
tical constitutions. Europe is grown old in folly, 
corruption, and tyranny . . . laws are perverted,
manners are licentious, literature is declining . . .
For America in her infancy to adopt the present maxims 
of the old world would be to stamp the wrinkles of a 
decrepit age upon the bloom of youth and to plant the 
seeds of decay in a vigorous constitution.
Webster assigned high purpose to his endeavor when he
insisted that "It is the business of Americans . . .  to
promote virtue and patriotism,--to embellish and improve
the sciences,— to diffuse an uniformity and purity of
language,— to add superior dignity to this infant Empire
21and to human nature." Webster's 1783 publication was 
an elementary speller to which he added a grammar (1784) 
and a reader (1785). These works were revised and com­
bined to form the famous American Spelling Book (1788) .
By 1890, the speller had sold approximately sixty million 
copies; since its initial appearance the total number 
sold has reached an incredible one hundred million.
The "schoolmaster of America" was a devoted supporter 
of the Constitution and the Union, as well as a passionate 
defender of liberty and democracy. He knew that a common
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language was essential in promoting national unity and
nationalism. The purpose of his speller was to "render
the acquisition of our language and the pronunciation
22
accurate and uniform." A uniform language, Webster
reasoned, would inspire writers to produce a unique
American literature that would extol union, liberty, and
democracy. Webster asserted that every
child in America should be acquainted with his own 
country. He should read books that will furnish 
him with ideas that will be useful to him in life 
and practice. As soon as he opens his lips he 
should rehearse the history of his own country—  
he should lisp the praises of liberty and those 
illustrious heroes and statesmen who have wrought 
a revolution in our favor.23
Prior to 1800, Webster worked as an editor for sev­
eral newspapers, particularly the American Minerva, which 
he founded in 1793. The newspaper served as a mouthpiece 
for the Washington administration. Critics accused 
Webster of Federalist partisanship, but he maintained that 
his sole political aim was to uplift patriotism and nation­
alism. When the presidential victory of Thomas Jefferson 
in 1800 swept the Federalists out of power, Webster dis­
continued his newspaper work. He then turned his attention 
and talents to the most important enterprise of his life—  
compilation of a dictionary. After twenty-eight years of 
exhausting and painstaking toil, the seventy-year-old 
Webster presented his An American Dictionary of the English 
Language to the world in 1828. Congress quickly adopted 
Webster's dictionary as the standard version, and eventually
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so did the British. When the term "Founding Fathers" comes 
to mind, the name of Noah Webster is usually absent. He 
deserves to be included in this distinguished group because 
his "career as a cultural nationalist entitles him to un­
challenged eminence in American life, for his broadly
conceived ideal of union and its cultural dimensions
24surpasses that of his more famous contemporaries."
Noah Webster suggested that one of the principal 
school books in the United States should be a text which 
explained the geography and settlement of the country.
The Reverend Jedidiah Morse, Massachusetts Congregational 
Minister, filled this request when he published the Ameri­
can Geography in 1789. Loquacious in his patriotism and 
nationalism, Morse maintained that Americans should write 
their own geographies in order to show how democratic 
institutions evolved out of their environment. The 
American Geography preached pre-eminence of the United 
States over European nations, especially England. Morse 
emphasized that his geography would eliminate the influ­
ence of British texts. Laden with profuse nationalism 
the book predicted that in America
the arts and sciences of civilized life are to 
receive highest improvement. Here civil and re­
ligious liberty are to flourish, unchecked by the 
cruel hand of civil or ecclesiastical tyranny.
Here genius . . . is to be exerted in humanizing
mankind . . . and in planning and executing a form
of government . . . which shall be calculated to
protect and unite, in a manner consistent with the 
natural rights of mankind the largest empire that 
has ever existed. 5
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An enlarged edition of the earlier work appeared in 1793 as 
the American Universal Geography. Reverend Jedidiah Morse 
pioneered the writing of geography in the United States, 
and although he included erroneous information, his books 
were extremely popular and widely read.
Novelists played an important role in enhancing the 
cause of nationalism. The first writer who attempted to 
make the novel a reputable expression of American litera­
ture was Charles Brockden Brown, a Quaker from Philadelphia. 
He studied law, but at eighteen decided to move to New York 
to pursue a profitable literary career. Brown applauded 
the surge of literary nationalism that was embracing the 
country. He argued that the American environment offered 
ample themes for aspiring writers. In his preface to 
Edgar Huntly (1799), Brown pointed out
that the field of investigation, opened to us by 
this country, should differ essentially from those 
which exist in Europe . . . .  The sources of amuse­
ment to the fancy and instruction to the heart, 
that are peculiar to ourselves, are equally numer­
ous and inexhaustible. It is the purpose of this 
work . . .  to exhibit a series of adventures grow­
ing out of the conditions of this country. ®
The frontier presented plentiful material to occupy the
imagination disclosed Brown, for "the incidents of Indian
hostility and the perils of Western wilderness," provided
appropriate themes to captivate the imagination of "a
native America.
In a phenomenal outpouring of energy, Brown wrote 
six novels from 1798 to 1801. His books received favorable
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reviews from England and American critics, but they failed 
to sell in the United States. Forced to turn to magazine 
editing for a living. Brown continued to experience fail­
ure. Exhausted by overwork, the poverty-stricken writer 
died in 1810 at the age of thirty-nine. Brown has been 
described "as the greatest writer in the early nineteenth
2 g
century" and the first of his genre to "approach the
stature of a major novelist; few have failed of greatness
2 9by so narrow a margin." Although Brown touted literary 
nationalism and stressed using American subjects, his 
plots wove an eerie maze of Gothic horror and psychological 
introspection that were alien to the American public taste. 
Despite his lack of success, Brown's works impressed other 
writers who realized that the novel could contribute toward 
the establishment of an American literature.
As had Charles Brockden Brown, Hugh Henry Brackenridge 
sought to explore American themes in his writings. Both 
men came from Pennsylvania, and for both their most sig­
nificant literary medium turned out to be the novel. 
Brackenridge first came to public view in 1772 when he 
and Princeton classmate Philip Freneau wrote the commence­
ment poem, The Rising Glory of America. The Scottish-born 
Brackenridge held several occupations such as minister, 
teacher, editor, poet, dramatist, lawyer, and Supreme 
Court justice. This versatile figure attained notoriety 
for his novel Modern Chivalry which is "listed as among
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our most important achievements in the last decade of the
30eighteenth century."
Modern Chivalry, written in a series of installments 
between 1792 and 1815, represents a satirical attack on 
the imcompetence and corruption in American democracy.
The plot centers on the travels of a country squire James 
Farrago, and his crude, ignorant Irish servant Teague 
O'Regan. Irishman O'Regan personifies the political 
abuses in government observed by Brackenridge during his 
tenure as a judge in Pennsylvania. The inept but smooth- 
talking O'Regan resorted to demagoguery in an attempt to 
secure political and social leadership. Captain Farrago, 
who strongly desired honesty in politics and government, 
time after time was forced to thwart Teague's ambitions.
Modern Chivalry appears to condemn democratic and 
representative government by pointing out its weaknesses 
and abuses. Brackenridge, however, had faith in the 
American political system which he believed would thrive 
if such abuses were brought to the public's attention and 
necessary precautions were taken. The qualities of hon­
esty, character, and ability would safeguard the country's 
democratic virtues. Brackenridge reinforced this view 
when he reminded us that
I shall have accomplished something by this book, 
if it should keep some honest man from lessening 
his respectability by pushing himself into public 
trust for which he is not qualified . . .  if these 
strictures shall have the effect to cultivate a 
sense of honour in our candidates and in our voters, 
it shall be worthwhile to have written this book.3*
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Brackenridge contended that political stewardship under the 
Farrago-type natural aristocrat would insure responsible 
and capable government.
Brackenridge avoided the chauvinistic literary style 
typical of the early national period. But his commitment 
to democratic institutions was no less enthusiastic. He 
recognized that blind praise of democratic ideals would 
not necessarily guarantee their success. By questioning 
the shoddy practices of democracy and offering remedies, 
Brackenridge kept faith with the "promise" of America. 
Modern Chivalry ranks as one of our most important lit­
erary achievements during the early national period 
because the author demonstrated a balance, maturity, and 
introspection absent in previous writings. Brackenridge 
added sophistication and stature to that phase of litera­
ture which concentrated on promoting cultural nationalism.
Boisterous claims of American cultural superiority 
made a negligible impression upon European critics. Prior 
to 1820 no American literary figure was accepted as out­
standing by the "decadent" old world. The nation yearned 
for the emergence of a writer who would one day be classi­
fied with the finest in Europe, particularly England. 
America's first writer of international renown was Washing­
ton Irving, who was born in New York City in 1783, the same 
year that the Paris Peace Treaty granted the colonies in­
dependence .
Born into a wealthy aristocratic merchant family,
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Irving was coaxed to study law. He displayed little inter­
est in jurisprudence, and by the early 1800's he began to
write articles for two newspapers owned by his brother 
Peter. Irving's favorite literary format was the sketch, 
essay, and short tale. His first successful publication 
came in the form of an engaging booklet entitled Salma­
gundi ; Or the Whim-Whams and Opinions of Longstaff and 
Others (1807) . Written in collaboration with his brother 
William and James R. Paulding, Salmagundi mocked the 
customs and manners of New Yorkers. Two years later 
Irving published the witty History of New York under the 
pseudonym, Diedrich Knickerbocker. Adhering to the style 
of Salmagundi, Diedrich Knickerbocker's History of New 
York lampooned the pretentious habits, values, and customs 
of New York's social elite. This publication earned meri­
torious reviews from several English critics, one of whom
was Sir Walter Scott. The History of New York contains a 
timeless humor which makes it delightful reading for any
era. It has been described as "our first remarkable piece
32
of comic literature." Significantly, Washington Irving's 
growing prestige abroad enhanced the reputation and image 
of American literature.
Prompted by family business and the desire to meet 
English writers, the thirty-two-year-old Irving departed 
for Europe in 1815. What was planned as a brief trip 
lasted for sixteen years. During his prolonged absence, 
the now eminent New Yorker accepted secretarial positions
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in the American legations at London and Madrid. Writing, 
however, not diplomacy, was Irving's avenue to fame. He 
won unqualified recognition as America's foremost writer 
when he released The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon Gent 
(1819-1820). The Sketch Book includes the classic tales 
of "Rip Van Winkle" and the "Legend of Sleepy Hollow."
The fifty-year-old Knickerbocker gentleman commanded 
an appreciative welcome when he returned home in 18 32. 
America, at last, could boast a quality writer whose lit­
erature bore the stamp of excellence. The mention of 
American literature no longer evoked automatic sneers 
from the lips of European reviewers. Although Irving’s 
style lacks the tempo of exuberant nationalism and patri­
otism, it generates a low key nationalistic pride. Writ­
ing from London in 1820, he said that the American
national character is yet in a state of fermenta­
tion; it may have its frothiness and sediment, 
but its ingredients are sound and wholesome; it 
has already given proofs of powerful and generous 
qualities, and the whole promises to settle down 
into something substantially e x c e l l e n t . 33
The land of liberty, said Irving, radiated a "simple
34
beauty" and "wild magnificence" not found in Europe.
Washington Irving died two years before the Civil 
War started. He culminated a prolific literary career 
by writing a five—volume biography of the Life of Wash­
ington (1859). During his literary career, Irving 
initiated no deliberate campaign to stoke the embers of 
cultural nationalism; but he contributed to this
71
manifestation by achieving international prominence.
Imbued with ardent nationalism, Americans unanimously
agreed that "Washington Irving was our first classic,"
and they took pride in knowing that his "sketches found
their way into the schools and into libraries beside the 
35English masters." This is a feat that no previous 
American writer had accomplished.
Newspapers, magazines, and literary clubs acted as 
vehicles to encourage and promote the establishment of 
a national literature. Although most publishers were 
guided by diverse and avid political motives, they 
sponsored American talent by holding literary contests 
and writing exalted and glowing reviews of native works 
which puffed the already vociferous nationalism in the 
country. The most influential and prestigious magazine 
was John Dennie's Port Folio of Philadelphia. Writing 
under the pseudonym "Oliver Oldschool," Dennie issued 
the first copy of the Port Folio in 1800. Armed with a 
blistering tongue and strong distaste for Jeffersonian 
Republicanism, "Oliver Oldschool" became an effective 
voice for Federalist politics. Dennie1s harsh criticisms 
of Jeffersonians led to endless legal entanglemants.
After absorbing a series of judicial reversals on the 
charge of seditious libel, "Oliver Oldschool" subdued 
his anti-Jeffersonian tirades. Placing politics in the 
background, the Port Folio began to feature the works of
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a host of American writers including Joel Barlow, Charles 
Brockden Brown, and Royall Tyler.
By the time Joseph Dennie died in 1812, the Port 
Folio had assumed a neutral stand on politics. Harrison 
Hall, member of a distinguished literary family in Phila­
delphia, purchased the magazine in 1816, and made his 
brother John Ewing Hall the editor. Taking on the guise 
of "Oliver Oldschool the fourth," the new editor confi­
dently declared that "it shall be the principal object 
of the Port Folio to vindicate the character of American 
literature and manners from the aspersions of ignorant 
and illiterate foreigners." During the next ten years 
the Ewing publication assiduously labored to "vindicate 
the character of American literature." Beset by financial 
difficulties and spirited competition, the magazine ap­
peared for the last time in December 1827. One cannot 
dispute the Port Folio1s contribution toward fostering a 
national literature, nor overlook the fact that it "had 
a longer life than any previous American magazine; and
it . . . commanded a certain measure of respect from its
36
contemporaries."
Historical writings played a prominent role in extol­
ling the virtues of democracy and nationalism. Previously 
mentioned writers Parson Weems and Noah Webster success­
fully used George Washington and the Revolution as a stage 
to enhance nationalistic sentiment in the country. Em­
ploying the same format, Mercy Otis Warren, William Gordon,
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and David Ramsey wrote histories of the American Revolution 
in which the ideals and exploits of the colonists were 
glorified. Mercy Otis Warren, sister of James Otis, and 
friend of several Revolutionary leaders, published a 
History of the American Revolution in 1805. The book gives 
a vivid profile of the feelings and thoughts of numerous 
Revolutionary leaders. William Gordon, an Englishman who 
came to the colonies in 1770 and supported the American 
cause, wrote a four-volume history of the Revolution en­
titled The History of the Rise, Progress, and Establish­
ment of the Independence of America (178 8). David Ramsay, 
a distinguished physician and politician from South Caro­
lina, published the widely read History of the American 
Revolution (1789) . Although these volumes lack the 
quality of careful and scrupulous scholarship, American 
contemporaries embraced them with intense and enthusiastic
patriotism. Historical works such as these contributed
37
immensely to the growth of nationalism in the country. 
Reverend Jeremy Belknap reflected strong nationalistic 
ardor in his three-volume History of New Hampshire (1784- 
1792). Belknap, who helped create the Massachusetts 
Historical Society in 1794, wrote about New Hampshire's 
role during the Revolution. Although his coverage of 
the Revolution was not as broad as the aforementioned 
historians, his enthusiasm for the Patriot cause was as 
zealous as theirs.^®
As Thomas Jefferson took the oath of office becoming
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the third President of the United States on March 4, 1801, 
in the new capitol, Washington, D.C., Americans looked 
forward to the upcoming century with optimism, confidence, 
and high expectations. They had fought to defend and pre­
serve their democratic ideals and institutions, and in the 
process became a unified people proud of their new nation 
and the potent nationalism which brought it into existence.
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CHAPTER FOUR
THE POLITICS OF FEDERALISM AND 
DEMOCRATIC-REPUBLICANISM
The most important and enduring influence on American 
life during the early years of the Republic was the emer­
gence and formation of political parties. When John Adams 
became President in the spring of 1797, politicians called 
themselves Federalists, or Republicans (Democratic-Repub- 
licans). Alexander Hamilton shaped the ideas and principles 
of the Federalist party, whereas Thomas Jefferson provided 
the intellectual ideology that formed the basis of the 
Republican party. The philosophical and ethical outlook 
of these two men not only colored the texture of American 
politics for generations, but also affected the nation's 
values, cultural development, and character.
Alexander Hamilton (1757-1804) played an imposing 
role on the American political stage during George Washing­
ton' s administration as Secretary of Treasury and chief 
advisor to the President. Few men in our history have 
exercised the enormous power in formulating national policy 
accorded to Hamilton by Washington. To comprehend Hamil­
ton's political ideals and vision one must be familiar with 
his view of human nature. Concurring with seventeenth 
century English philosopher, Thomas Hobbes, Hamilton
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believed that self-interest, greed, and fear are the basic 
forces in human behavior. Hamilton, consequently, advocated 
that the upper classes who were rich, intelligent, and 
cultured should rule because they would less likely succumb 
to the temptations of political power. Popular government 
without restraints, reasoned Hamilton, would lead to vio­
lence, chaos, and anarchy.1 Lacking the virtue and staunch 
character of the upper classes, the common man would cor­
rupt democracy and lead the nation to "mob" and "demagogic" 
rule. In an article published in the New York Daily 
Advertiser on October 17, 1787, the aristocratic Hamilton
said, "I am not much attached to the majesty of the multi­
tude . . .  I consider them in general as very ill qualified
to judge for themselves what government will best suit
2
their peculiar situations." Dramatizing this point, he 
turned to ancient Greece where he found that "pure" democ­
racies degenerated into "mobocracies." Rather than encour­
age dialogue based on reason, moderation, and compromise, 
unwieldy assemblies of huge mobs produced incoherence, and 
decisions based on narrow self-interest and whim. This, 
maintained Hamilton, would happen in the United States; 
instead of democracy, the Republic would transform into
3
a tyrannical state administered by demagogues. The "well­
born," therefore, must control the levers of political 
authority and power. This meant reliance on a strong 
central government, subordination of state and local gov­
ernment, and support of nationalism over regionalism. An
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important step in assuring the success of the national 
government, according to Hamilton, was to gain the support 
of the wealthy in the country. His economic program was 
designed to achieve this end, and to make the central 
government the undisputed political authority in the 
nation. To Hamilton, political power required a firm 
economic base; therefore, a solid political union of the 
states under the control of strong federal authority 
necessitated a unifying economic system.
The cornerstone of Hamilton's economic system was a 
proposed Bank of the United States (B.U.S.) with an ini­
tial capitalization of $10,000,000. Combining private 
and federal funds, Hamilton believed that this national 
bank would establish financial stability for the country. 
Congress agreed, and the bank was incorporated by the 
House and Senate in December, 1790. The Bank’s charter 
was subject to review every twenty years; the B.U.S. 
failed to acquire recharter in 1836 during Andrew Jackson's 
presidency. During its brief existence, the B.U.S. placed 
the United States on a sound monetary foundation. A com­
prehensive national banking system was next created by 
Congress in 1913 with the establishment of the Federal 
Reserve Banking System.
To raise revenue to liquidate the national debt and 
bring financial solvency to the government, Hamilton pro- 
posed'a tariff and an excise tax. Both measures were 
enacted into law by Congress. Although the excise tax
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fell most heavily on the farmer and incited a rebellion by 
corn farmers in Western Pennsylvania in July, 1794, it was 
accepted by most Americans without protest. In 1791, 
Hamilton set forth a proposal in his Report on Manufactures 
which advocated national planning and subsidization of 
industrial development in the United States by the federal 
government. Hamilton envisioned that this would make 
America economically prosperous and self-sufficient, en­
hance commercial growth, encourage emigration from Europe 
to the United States, and produce the mightiest nation in 
the world. The United States fulfilled this expectation 
by the twentieth century, but in 1791 a provincial-minded 
Congress lacked the foresight to recognize the importance 
and potential of the Report on Manufactures and refused 
to adopt i t .
Alexander Hamilton retired from political office in 
1794, but he remained active as an advisor to President 
Washington. When John Admas became President in 1797, 
Hamilton did not establish the amiable and close relation­
ship with him that he had enjoyed with Washington. Adams 
did not offer Hamilton a position in the government, nor 
did he seek his advice on national issues. Hamilton, 
however, maintained close ties with many officials in 
the Adams government with whom he served while Secretary 
of Treasury. Returning to New York City, he resumed his 
law career. Alexander Hamilton died on July 12, 1804, 
after he was shot in a duel by political rival Aaron Burr.
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Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) provided the ideas and 
values that represented the thinking of the political 
leaders and supporters of the Democratic—Republican party 
which was more commonly referred to as the Republican, or 
Jeffersonian party. Jefferson, unlike Hamilton, viewed 
human nature optimistically; the Virginian believed in 
the innate goodness of man, and accepted the Enlightenment 
ideal that people and society morally progress and can 
become perfectible. Jefferson believed in the integrity 
of the individual because he thought that man possesses 
an inherent moral sense and social disposition that tend 
toward good rather than evil. This inclination toward 
morality and decency is a part of man's nature, asserted 
Jefferson, and therefore this makes him basically a ra­
tional and virtuous creature. Because man is rational 
and moral he has the capacity to learn and understand. 
Jefferson, consequently, favored an encompassing program 
of public education, public libraries, and establishment 
of Virginia University. An educated populace, he reasoned, 
would become an informed public and would not be often 
misled by unscrupulous demagogues, and corrupt politicians. 
Jefferson noted that an extensive system of public educa­
tion not only would make the people more civic minded and 
politically judicious, but also train political leaders 
who would serve the public interest rather than their own 
selfish ends. Thus, education in morality would insure 
that the people would be the best "guardians of their
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liberty . . . "  and lead to a reasonably happy society of
"good health, occupation, and freedom in all just pur- 
4suits." Happiness, for Jefferson, should be the social 
goal; preservation of democracy assures this goal. Edu­
cation in virtue and morality would guide the individual 
to synchronize his self-interest with that of the public 
good, and at the same time enhance the happiness of 
members of society. individual self-interest and commit­
ment to the public welfare would not clash because man's 
innate goodness nurtured by education would eliminate 
ignorance and produce a virtuous citizen whose personal 
freedom and pursuit of happiness would not impinge on the 
well-being of society.
The essence of Thomas Jefferson's political thought 
was based on the conception that man has inalienable, 
natural rights, the most important of which are life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. The most trusted 
guardian of these rights, declared Jefferson, are the 
people; the ideal political system, therefore, is not a 
Hamiltonian type in which a powerful central government 
supported by an elite rules, but rather strong local 
government which gives the majority of people a better 
opportunity to control their political destiny. Govern­
ment should be kept close to the people, because political 
leaders are more disposed to abuse power when they are 
distant from those they are entrusted to govern. Jefferson 
summarized this view when he said, "Every government
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degenerates when trusted to the rulers of the people alone.
The people, themselves, therefore, are its only safe 
5
depositories." The most significant and powerful level 
of government should be local self-government, next state 
government, and last national government.
Thomas Jefferson blended his belief in strong local 
self-government with an emphasis on the moral wholesome­
ness of an agrarian and rural way of life. For Jefferson 
the farmer represented the moral fiber and ethical back­
bone of society because "those who labor in the earth," 
he remarked in his Notes on Virginia, "are the chosen 
people of God, if ever He had a chosen people, whose 
breasts He has made His peculiar deposit for substantial 
and genuine virtue."^ Jefferson realized, eventually, 
that the pursuits of manufacturing and commerce are as 
vital to the nation's growth and prosperity as agricul­
ture but his view that an ideal nation is one mainly 
composed of small communities administered by an educated 
yeomanry never changed. The small town, virtuous farmers, 
and local self-government are the essential ingredients 
insuring the survival of liberty and democracy, as well 
as providing the most ideal opportunity for a free people 
to pursue happiness.
Thomas Jefferson climaxed an extraordinary public 
career by serving as President for two terms until his 
retirement from politics in the spring of 1809. He 
spent the remaining eighteen years of his life on his
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beloved estate, Monticello, Virginia. This great Founding 
Father died at the age of eighty-three on July 4, 1826; 
three hours later his friend John Adams died at the age of 
ninety-one.
By the mid-1820's, the Federalist and Democratic- 
Republican parties ceased to exist although the ideas and 
values for which they stood have persisted to our own time 
affecting American politics, culture, and character in 
countless ways. After the one-term presidency of John 
Adams ended in the spring of 1801, the Federalist party 
failed to secure control of the national government again. 
The last Federalist presidential candidate appeared in the 
1816 election, and by 1820 the party had disintegrated.
The Federalist party became extinct because it catered to 
a small, elite constituency, and its leaders refused to 
adapt to the needs and aspirations of the common man.
Under the administration of Federalist leadership, how­
ever, the young Republic established a firm political and 
economic base that insured its survival.
The Democratic-Republicans put three men into the 
executive chair (each served two terms) between 1800- 
1824; they were Thomas Jefferson, James Madison, and 
James Monroe. Under their leadership the Republic grew 
in size, stature, and stability. When James Monroe left 
office in March, 1825, the Founding Father generation 
was giving way to a group of new, young, vigorous, and 
determined political leaders whose ideas, values, and
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perspectives differed from the men who had held power from 
1789 to 1828. Despite party affiliation the Founding 
Fathers believed in the Enlightenment ideal that virtue, 
civic responsibility, and moral propriety are the prin­
ciples that should guide political leaders. Political 
office should not connote a desire to enhance one's self- 
interest, but rather should be viewed as a public trust 
which gives one the opportunity to serve the people with 
altruism and with the intention of enhancing the public 
good. With the ascendency of Andrew Jackson to the White 
House in 1829, the Enlightenment credo was superceded by 
a set of Romantic values which emphasized the individual 
rather than the state, self-interest rather than public 
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CHAPTER FIVE
THE ENLIGHTENMENT INFLUENCE
A preoccupation of American leaders after adoption of 
the Constitution was what ethical and moral character 
should the new nation assume. A French nobleman, Michel- 
Guillaume Jean de Crevecoeur, who settled in New York 
State in 1769, launched a study of the American character 
with publication in 1782 of twelve essays entitled Letters 
from an American Farmer. Originally published in London, 
Letters received an overwhelming reception in America and 
Europe, and underwent five reprintings within the next ten 
years. When de Crevecoeur posed the question, "What then 
is the American, this new man?" he assumed that a distinc­
tive Americanism did exist and that it was possible to 
identify. For de Crevecoeur, the typical American was a 
transplanted European farmer who changed when he came to 
live in the new land. Despite obvious differences, de 
Crevecoeur insisted that the American husbandmen shared 
common traits such as industriousness, self-reliance, self- 
sufficiency, independence, and a resolute belief in equali- 
tarianism, freedom, democracy, and a representative form 
of government.1 Although de Crevecoeur's idealized account 
of an American evoked sentimentalism, it encouraged the
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Revolutionary generation to embark upon the task of es­
tablishing a national identity.
A predominant ideal that shaped the self-image and 
identity of the American people from the Revolution to 
the Jacksonian era was the enlightenment view of civic 
humanism, or classical republicanism. Independence from 
a corrupt England gave Americans the opportunity to build 
a Republic based on virtue and duty, and a morality em­
phasizing the public good and social cohesion. Self- 
interest and materialistic inclinations were frowned upon 
and viewed as corrosive influences that would undermine 
and destory social harmony and solidarity. Perpetuation 
of the ideals of civic duty and virtue would encourage 
honest and public-spirited men to enter politics, and 
also would nurture a social value dedicated to the en­
hancement of the public good. Thus, America would become 
a nation of ethically wholesome and virtuous people de­
voted to upholding freedom and democracy and fostering the 
social goals of happiness and perfectibility.
Englishmen Joseph Addison, distinguished essayist, 
and Henry St. John Viscount Bolingbroke, Tory politician 
and political essayist, both of whom espoused the ideas 
of civic humanism, profoundly influenced the thinking of 
American political leaders during the early national 
period. Addison's play Cato, first performed in London 
in 1713, expressed the theme of civic virtue. The play 
is based upon Plutarch's account of Cato the Younger
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(95-46 B.C.), who upheld republican virtues against the
tyranny of Julius Caesar. Cato defended Roman patriotism,
honest government, and civic duty, while at the same time
he denounced corruption, intrigue, and selfishness in the
body politic. Disgusted with the rampant decadence in
the "mother country," Cato led a group of Roman exiles to
North Africa where they founded a community based on the
moral virtues of the old Republic.
Although the play pertained to the English politics
of Addison's time,
enthusiasm for the play and its sentiments spread 
to Britain’s North American colonies, where it was 
reprinted at least seventeen times, performed be­
fore hundreds of audiences, and quoted or para­
phrased on countless occasions. Even the famous 
Revolutionary epigrams of Patrick Henry were prob­
ably derived from the play.^
During the early national period, "Americans made Cato the
3
model of the virtuous leader." Joseph Addison, therefore, 
was not only admired by Americans for his literary style, 
but also for his dedication to the virtues of civic hum­
anism and to his championing of morally upright political 
leaders. For example, the literary style of Addison's 
newspaper, Spectator, molded the prose style of Benjamin 
Franklin; but as significant, commentary by Addison on
political morality had an immense impact on Franklin’s
4
thoughts and writings. In a letter to a friend, James 
Madison wrote that young people reading Addison would 
feel "a lively sense of the duties, the virtues and the 
proprieties of life."'*
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Henry St. John Viscount Bolingbroke1s Idea of a 
Patriot King, published in London in 17 38, extolled the 
idea of civic humanism, and at the same time harshly 
criticized the government of King George II and Whig 
Prime Minister Robert Walpole. In this publication, 
Bolingbroke spoke of England's need for virtuous leader­
ship unhindered by party faction and individual self- 
interest. Bolingbroke maintained that a patriot king 
should rule England and that the monarch's foremost al­
legiance should be the welfare of the state, and not to 
party and individual self-interest. Thus, Bolingbroke 
wanted "tne ruler to be patriotic, or uncorrupted, as 
defined by the Renaissance civic humanists; that is, to 
transcend party, faction, and self-interest so that he 
could attend to the public welfare."*’ This type of civic 
responsibility and unselfish leadership would provide the 
foundation for a wholesome body politic. These ideas 
first appeared in twenty-four essays published in Boling­
broke' s newspaper, Craftsmen (1730-1731), and a few years 
later were circulated as a Dissertation Upon Parties.
Bolingbroke's political writings were widely read by 
American leaders who placed them in the context of a 
republic rather than a monarchy. They were "especially 
pertinent to the early molders and holders of executive 
office in America when it seemed necessary for them to
7
move beyond the problem of merely preventing tyranny."
The Patriot King held a special place in Thomas
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Jefferson's library, and John Adams viewed the work with 
8
avid enthusiasm.
Although American writers during the Revolutionary 
era and early national period did not express the leader­
ship values of civic humanism in a Cato, or Idea of a 
Patriot King, they certainly implied them in their lit­
erature. The Hartford Wits, discussed in chapter three, 
exemplify this assumption. We may recall that Joel 
Barlow's The Columbiad extolled America "as the noblest 
and most elevated part of the earth" destined for a 
majestic future that would bring forth the emergence of 
a culture far superior to that of "decadent" Europe.
This could never be achieved without the character of 
political leadership mentioned in the writings of Addison 
and Bolingbroke. If America was going to produce a cul­
ture and political democracy comparable in quality to 
ancient Athens as Timothy Dwight prophesied in his poem 
Greenfield Hill and travelogue Travels in New England 
and New York, it would require leaders with the scruples 
and public spirit of a Cato, or Patriot King. Implicit 
in John Trumbull’s poem, Prospect of the Future Glory of 
America, was the realization that to attain greatness the 
nation must be administered by men of impeccable virtue 
and unswerving devotion to the public good. Noah Webster 
voiced this theme in virtually all of his works, particu­
larly in Grammatical Institute of the English Language.
In order to "promote virtue" and "add superior dignity
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to this infant empire" Americans had to elect leaders who 
possessed moral stature and whose prime objective was to 
serve and enhance the public well-being.
Presidents during the early national period embodied 
the ideals of civic humanism and used them as a foundation 
to build a national identity and character. Presidents 
George Washington, John Adams, Thomas Jefferson, James 
Madison, James Monroe, and John Quincy Adams upheld the 
ideal of an ethically homogeneous community based upon 
civic virtue and reason. Although not always successful, 
they viewed their political leadership as nonpartisan, 
and their responsibility as that of moral guardians of 
the Republic's democratic institutions, values, and public 
welfare.
During the eight years that he served as President, 
George Washington attempted to live up to the ideal of a 
leader above faction who worked for national unity and 
who put the interest of the general welfare before that 
of the individual. Washington believed that construction 
of a national university would provide training and edu­
cation in civic humanism to prepare America's youth to 
serve the Republic politically. The first president 
said that such an institution would educate "our youth 
in the science of government" and inculcate within the 
body politic "principles, opinions, and manners" that 
would encourage an ethically and morally "homogeneous
9
citizenry" and enhance the bonds of "permanent union."
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Although the succeeding five presidents accepted this 
proposal, Congress did not appropriate money for such 
an endeavor.
George Washington's determination to live up to the 
ideal of leader above party began to dissolve in 1795 
when partisan politics fostered by the ideas of Alexander 
Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson started to take root through­
out the country. Before the end of Washington's second 
term, Thomas Jefferson resigned as Secretary of State, 
and several of his followers left government service.
Partly because he felt abandoned by Jefferson and his sup­
porters, and partly because he felt attuned to Hamilton's 
political concepts, the first chief executive moved toward 
the Federalist position before he left office. Throughout 
the last two years of his presidency, Washington endured 
criticism which charged him with betraying his political 
ideals. These allegations upset the president consider­
ably, and he felt obliged to answer them before he retired 
to his Mount Vernon estate. In his Farewell Address, 
Washington spoke out sharply against the emergence of 
"party spirit" which, he said, would not only create 
political factionalism but would also unleash predatory 
and individualistic impulses within Americans that would 
in turn degrade the moral stature of the Republic. Ignor­
ing the common good for loyalty to parties would, according 
to Washington, rivet public attention on self-interest and 
individual gain, and would result in corruption and
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dishonesty that could destroy the democratic institutions
10
upon which the United States was built.
George Washington did act in partisan fashion to some 
extent when he issued the Farewell Address in the spring 
of 1797, but his public career as a soldier, politician, 
and statesman was directed by the ideal of a classical 
republican leader who devoted his mind, body, spirit, and 
resources to the public good and not for self-aggrandize­
ment. Former President John F. Kennedy's statement, "Ask 
not what your country can do for you, but what you can do 
for your country," depicts the Augustan cast of George 
Washington's character and mind.
John Adams, who succeeded Washington as president in 
the spring of 1797, believed in the ideal of a leader who 
renounced partisan politics and placed the national inter­
est above party. In his inaugural address, Adams pro­
claimed his intention to include within his administration 
"virtuous men of all parties and denominations," and he 
also voiced his "wish to patronize every rational effort 
to encourage schools, colleges, universities" for the 
purpose of "propagating knowledge, virtue, and religion 
among all classes of people" which insure "preserving our
Constitution from . . . the spirit of party, the spirit
11
of intrigue, the profligacy of corruption." John Adams 
led the Federalist party during his four years in office, 
but he often refused to succumb to the party line, or 
unquestionably accept partisan politics. He did not
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formulate a program before inauguration that his Federalist 
counterparts in Congress could enact into law. Though 
egoistic, arrogant, and abrasive in temperament, he refused 
to dismiss cabinet members just because they disagreed with 
him. Loyal party workers did not automatically secure his 
support for appointment to responsible government positions 
unless they possessed skill, talent, and virtue.
President Adams displayed the ideal ethical conduct of 
a leader in the classical, Augustan tradition during the 
crisis with France in the spring and summer of 1798.
France and England had been at war since 1792. Washington
and Adams attempted to maintain neutrality, but on numer­
ous occasions these two countries violated American freedom 
of the seas. The British usually were the more blatant 
offenders, but by 1798 France strained American patience to 
the breaking point with repeated assaults on merchant ships 
sailing in the West Indies. After negotiations failed to 
resolve the conflict, a wave of war fever promoted by 
Alexander Hamilton and his followers swept the country.
Adams prepared for war and appointed Hamilton commander of
the army. After thoughtful reflection, Adams decided to 
seek renegotiations with France despite strong support for 
war by most Federalists and the majority of the public.
The second president concluded that war with France at 
that time would not serve the national interest even though 
it would have been popular with most of his countrymen and 
probably would have insured his reelection as president in
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1800. Had Adams supported war the party interest would 
have been achieved, but a militarily unprepared nation 
would have waged a war with France that might have been 
disastrous. Opting for the public good, rather than for 
private interest, Adams reflected the conduct of an 
Augustan leader. The best guardian of the public trust, 
thought Adams, was a leader who administered the govern­
ment "without the prejudices of individuals or parties
12
or factions, without fear, favor, or affection." This 
characterization of the ideal political leader certainly 
applied to John Adams.
Rivalry between Federalists and Republicans continued 
during the eight years that Thomas Jefferson occupied the 
executive chair. Though Jefferson was the titular head 
of the Republican "party," he sought consensus and sup­
ported non-partisanship in politics. In his inaugural 
address given in the new national capitol, Washington, 
D.C., March 4, 1801, he implored Americans to shun politi­
cal factions when he remarked, "We are all Federalists, we 
are all Republicans." Jefferson viewed himself as the 
"tribune" of the people; he referred to his presidential 
victory as the "revolution" of 1800 because to him it 
meant the end of politics based on narrow self-interest. 
According to Jefferson, national politics during the pre­
vious twelve years had been dominated by the ideas and 
values of Hamilton which Jefferson believed upheld self- 
interest, partisanship and party, and also fostered the
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commercialization of politics. However, with himself at 
the executive helm, "the great body of well-meaning citi-
13
zens" would "consolidate" and political strxfe would end.
The president, maintained Jefferson, plays a vital role in
insuring the perpetuation of the ideals of civic humanism.
Regarding this point, he said that
In a government like ours, it is the duty of the Chief 
Magistrate, in order to enable himself to do all the 
good which his station requires, to unite in himself 
the confidence of the whole people. This alone, in 
any case where the energy of the nation is required, 
can produce a union of the powers of the whole, and 
point them in a single direction, as if all consti­
tuted one body and one mind.14
Jefferson declared that a mutual rapport between the presi­
dent and the people eventually would make the American
government the "strongest on earth" as well as the most
15
wholesome and virtuous.
Thomas Jefferson's behavior as a public servant was 
not unblemished; occasionally he succumbed to political 
partisanship. Generally, however, he fulfilled the role 
of an Augustan leader. For example, when the Senate ap­
proved the purchase of the Louisiana territory from 
Napoleon in 1803, Jefferson did not politicize the trans­
action by claiming that it had been solely a Republican 
endeavor. Much to their discredit, most of the Federal­
ists in the Senate voted against the treaty merely on 
political grounds; this was ironic because the Federalist 
party up to that time had strongly supported continental 
expansion. Another example of nonpartisan statesmanship
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on Jefferson's part occurred when the English warship 
Leopard fired on the unarmed American merchant ship U.S.S. 
Chesapeake near the coast of Virginia on June 22, 1807, 
resulting in the death of three sailors. An outraged and 
indignant public wanted to go to war with Great Britain 
over this incident. Thomas Jefferson resisted the tempta­
tion to involve his country in a war with England, and 
instead persuaded Congress to enact legislation that 
imposed economic sanctions on that nation. Even though it 
would have been a popular decision, Jefferson believed 
that war with England would have been detrimental to the 
young Republic. Therefore, he adopted a policy designed 
to safeguard the national welfare rather than serve party 
self-interest. For Jefferson, the national good took 
precedence over individual self-interest.
It is instructive to note that amongst his many ac­
complishments Thomas Jefferson cited as his most important, 
the statute which guaranteed Virginia religious freedom, 
authorship of the Declaration of Independence, and the 
founding of Virginia University; nowhere in his writings, 
or correspondence, did he mention that his political 
ideas formed the basis for the creation of a political 
party. Like Washington and Adams, the public good and 
the national welfare took priority over political parti­
sanship and party loyalty.
The Jefferson party retained its hold on national 
politics when James Madison became the fourth president
100
of the United States in the spring of 1809. Madison was 
reelected in 1812; during that year America went to war 
with Great Britain. Known as the War of 1812 and the 
"second war for independence," the conflict ended in 
January, 1815. Although war with England did occur dur­
ing Madison's presidency, he did not transform it into a 
partisan political issue. He sought to undermine the 
political party system that took hold in the country by 
the mid-1790's, and placed focus on the virtuous leader 
as the prime political value. In The Federalist, number 
fifty-seven, Madison summarized his political ethics when 
he wrote
The aim of Every political constitution is or 
ought to be the first to obtain for rulers, men 
who possess most wisdom to discern, and most 
virtue to pursue the common good of society; and 
in the next place to take the most effectual pre­
cautions for keeping them virtuous, whilst they 
continue to hold public trust.16
The War of 1812, and the period following the war, 
tested the political scruples of President Madison. Al­
though the United States was woefully unprepared to wage 
war, Madison refused to exploit the crisis: he called
neither for the establishment of a large military force 
nor for perpetual taxation, both of which he viewed as 
potential enemies of republican institutions. Nor did 
he use the war as a platform to enhance the power base 
and prestige of the Republican party.
When the war ended in January, 1815, Madison sub­
mitted to Congress, in December of that year, a program
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based on national rather than party interests. He proposed 
a rechartered Bank of the United States, protective tar­
iff, national university, internal improvements, commercial 
treaty with England, and creation of a small, but modern 
and effective armed force. This program embodied the 
essential principles of the Federalist party; but to 
Madison this factor was irrelevant when it came to serving 
the national interest. Throughout his productive political 
career, James Madison strove to imbue the notions of 
virtue, public service, and civic duty within the minds of 
politicians. Self-aggrandizement nurtured by factional 
politics had no place in a Republic, declared Madison. A 
suitable tribute to his political ideals was expressed by 
Maryland writer and Whig politician John Pendleton Kennedy, 
who wrote that the "glory" of Madison's last few years as 
president was his ability to temper "the extremes of 
Federalism . . . with an infusion of democratic flavor;
and the extremes of Democracy had melted in an amalgam 
16of Federalism."
The Republican party continued to dominate the 
national government with the presidential victory by James 
Monroe in 1816. Monroe won reelection in 1820; only one 
elector voted against him. During his administration, the 
Federalist party became extinct and for eight years the 
only major national party was the Republican party. 
Political rivalry amongst the aspirants to succeed Monroe 
did not end, but temporarily the two-party system did.
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Monroe viewed this as an auspicious omen for the political 
future of the country. In his first inaugural address, he 
insisted that "the American people constitute one great 
family with a common interest. Discord does not belong to 
our system," Monroe declared, and he was delighted "to 
witness the increased harmony of opinion which pervades 
our Union." Four years later, in his second inaugural 
address, Monroe reaffirmed his condemnation of party fac­
tionalism and prophesied that without party conflict 
America could "soon attain the highest degree of perfection 
of which human institutions are capable, and that the move­
ment in all its branches will exhibit such a degree of 
order and harmony as to command the admiration and respect 
of the civilized world." Monroe also emphasized that "the 
existence of parties is not necessary to a free government"
and that "the Chief Magistrate of the country ought not to
18be the head of a party, but of the nation itself." To 
dramatize that he intended to be the president of the 
"people" rather than the leader of a party, Monroe embarked 
on a goodwill tour of the northern states shortly after his 
inauguration on March 4, 1817. The enthusiastic reception 
he received in Boston, the heartland of Federalism, 
prompted the excited publisher of the Boston Columbian 
Centinnel to say that the public zeal toward President 
Monroe marked the beginning of an "Era of Good Feelings." 
Although antagonisms amongst political leaders did not 
disappear, James Monroe viewed the demise of the Federalist
10 3
party as a favorable omen indicating that political strife 
caused by party factionalism would come to an end.
As twilight began to set on the "Era of Good Feelings" 
in the spring of 1325, the age of the Founding Fathers and 
their enlightenment ideals were coming to an end. The 
natural aristocrat who had dominated politics was giving 
way to a new breed of men whose rhetoric, style, and 
aspirations differed markedly from that of the previous 
generation of political leaders. Sweeping democratic 
forces were changing the landscape of American politics 
during the 1820's, Constitutions of new western states 
broadened suffrage by eliminating religious and property 
qualifications. Even the older seaboard states amended 
the structure of their governments and constitutions, af­
fording greater mass participation in local, county, and 
state elections. As the trend toward mass politics grew 
in the country, a "new politics" accented by demagoguery, 
windy oratory, patriotic slogans, noisy parades and dem­
onstrations became the standard campaign procedures. The 
rise of machine politics laden with crass patronage dis­
couraged the natural aristocrat from seeking political 
office. Increasingly, the rough-hewn, self-made man, 
whose political qualifications were often judged by his 
prowess with a rifle and the number of Indians he killed, 
emerged. A well-bred upbringing, formidable intellect, 
and social status no longer commanded automatic deference 
from the electorate. The self-reliant, individualistic
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"common man" representing the interests of the "people" 
entered the political arena. These changes in the politi­
cal structure spelled doom for the virtues of civic 
humanism as guides to regulate the thinking and behavior 
of politicians and the electorate. Coming to the fore­
front were different ideas and ideals which transformed 
the mentality of Americans and their politicians.
By 18 30 the American shaped by the aforementioned 
ideals was the rule rather than the exception. The in­
dividual who symbolized these ideals more appropriately 
than anyone else at that time was Andrew Jackson.
Portrayed as the candidate of the people, the hero of 
New Orleans embodied the mounting political current which 
focused on the self-made man who climbed from humble 
origins and attained success. Jackson’s contemporaries 
credited him and his newly formed Democratic party with 
widening the gates of democracy and political opportunity 
for the common man. An examination of the political 
ideology and rhetoric of Jackson and leaders of the 
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CHAPTER SIX
THE NEW AMERICAN
Andrew Jackson's inauguration as President on March 
4, 1829, marked the onset of sweeping and revolutionary 
changes in American politics. "Andy," as his followers 
called him, was the first President to be called by his 
first name, and often he was referred to b : his nickname 
"Old Hickory." He was the first self-made man to occupy 
the White House, and the first chief executive to embody 
the aspirations of the common man. Hardy, resourceful, 
self-reliant, and individualistic, the president of the 
"people" rose from the level of an obscure tenant farmer's 
son to become a wealthy frontj. t  planter, lawyer, famous 
general, and eventually national leader. By contrast, the 
first six presidents were men of "aristocratic" demeanor 
who were set apart by breeding, education, and etiquette. 
The hero of New Orleans was the first president from the 
West, and his election brought to an end the Virginia 
dynasty (except for John Adams and John Q. Adams from 
Massachusetts) which had guided the political fortunes of 
the new nation during its first forty years. Whether he 
realized it or not, Andrew Jackson helped to introduce 
into politics the romantic movement, which had already 
taken root in the cultural life of America during the
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1820's. "Old Hickory" believed in the ideas of unre­
strained individualism, mass democracy, faith in the 
judgment of the common man rather than that of the 
intellectual? and reliance on feeling, intuition, in­
stinct, and action as opposed to reason, logic, intellect, 
and thought. These same ideas predominate in the works of 
James Fenimore Cooper, George Bancroft, and Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, the three most influential literary figures of 
the Jackson epoch.
The oldest of the trio, James Fenimore Cooper, dis­
tinguished novelist, essayist, and social critic, expressed 
romantic themes in his writings, particularly in five 
novels that came to be known as the Leatherstocking Tales. 
The first of these novels appeared in 1823 as the Pioneers. 
This work, which was sold out on the first day of its dis­
tribution, introduced one of the most durable and magnetic 
fictional characters in the history of American literature, 
Natty Bummpo (also referred to as Hawkeye and Leather- 
stocking) . Bummpo appeared in four subsequent novels:
The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The Prairie (1827) , The 
Pathfinder (1840), and the Deerslayer (1841).
Natty Bummpo exemplifies the "natural man" who feels 
comfortable on the frontier, and who is untainted by rules, 
standards, and restrictions imposed by civilization. 
Throughout these novels the reader observes the recurring 
themes of self-reliant individualism, freedom, democracy, 
and heroism— romantic traits that were highly prized by
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Americans during the Jackson age. Actually, Bummpo moved
easily into the consciousness of Americans who were reared
on the hero myth. A people who revered the exploits and
character of Andrew Jackson could easily transfer their
affections and adulation to a fictional hero like Natty
Bummpo. And similar to "Old Hickory," Bummpo symbolized
the sterling virtues of self-reliance, uncompromising
individualism, and flawless goodness. In this sense,
Cooper reflected some of the most cherished romantic
1
ideals of the common man during the Jacksonian era.
Historian and diplomat George Bancroft, who became
an enthusiastic supporter of Jacksonian democracy, voiced
romantic ideas in his historical works. He believed that
intuition and mass democracy represent the foundations for
a healthy political state. For Bancroft, intuition was
"a spirit in man; not in a privileged few," therefore, "it
follows that the common judgment in taste, politics, and
religion is the highest authority on earth, and the nearest
2possible approach to an infallible decision." Mass 
democracy, thought Bancroft, would insure perpetuation of 
a wholesome American Republic that would serve as a model 
for the entire world. He proclaimed that God designed a 
special mission for the United States to spread democracy 
throughout the globe.3 Bancroft became the most renowned, 
highly acclaimed, and widely read American historian of the 
Jackson generation. His influence in disseminating and
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implanting romantic ideas in the mentality of his country­
men was incalculable.
Ralph Waldo Emerson helped to imbed the political 
concepts of romanticism into the minds of Americans dur­
ing the Jackson age. Although he did not subscribe to the 
excessive materialism and opportunism that Jacksonian 
democracy tended to foster, Emerson did accept the romantic 
tenents of individualism, self-reliance, and mass democracy 
— ideals which formed the basis of Jacksonian democracy.
In The American Scholar, an address read before the Phi 
Beta Kappa society of Harvard University on August 31,
1837, Emerson urged America to produce scholars that would 
create a vibrant and fruitful culture exceeding the in­
tellectual accomplishments of a "decadent" Europe. Emerson 
looked to the American scholar to build a civilization un­
matched in quality and achievement. In order to attain 
this lofty goal, the American scholar must be tough-minded, 
individualistic, and self-reliant— romantic virtues highly 
esteemed by Americans during the Jackson period. The 
American Scholar received an enthusiastic reception by the 
American public; five hundred copies of the speech were 
sold in one month. Thomas Carlyle, along with other Eng-
4
lish and European intellectuals, was awed by the speech.
In 1841, four years after The American Scholar was 
delivered, Emerson wrote the essay Self-Reliance, which 
some scholars claimed was his greatest and most influ­
ential essay.^ Self-Reliance preaches the gospel of
Ill
individualism. To Emerson, the ideal self-reliant indi­
vidual is a creative, educated citizen who displays social 
responsibility for the common good. Emerson opposed an 
individualistic ethic based on narrow self-interest and 
materialistic avarice. Most Americans during the Jackson 
age, however, equated self-reliant individualism with self- 
aggrandizement and materialistic values regardless of the 
impact on the public good.
An examination of the political ideas and rhetoric 
of Jackson and his supporters reveals the romantic element 
in Jacksonian Democracy, and its impact on diminishing and 
corroding the enlightenment values in the political men­
tality of the Republic. One of the leading figures 
responsible for formulating and shaping the political 
ideology of Jacksonianism was Martin Van Buren, who 
served as secretary of state, vice-president, and chief 
advisor during "Andy's" two presidential terms. Van 
Buren's political apprenticeship before becoming a national 
politician took place in New York state. Leader of the 
Democratic party in that state, he and his political 
allies, known as the Albany Regency, fashioned a set of 
political principles that became the foundation of Jack­
sonian Democracy. The Regency viewed party, partisanship, 
and self-interest as positive rather than negative values. 
The concepts of this group appeared in Van Buren's news­
paper, the Albany Argus. Regency publicists argued that 
James Monroe's anti-party stand, regardless of its presumed
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altruism, was a ploy to perpetuate the power and dominance 
of the aristocratic element in national politics. The 
Argus maintained that "to destroy the old landmarks of 
party" was impractical and foolish because men would not 
coalesce "into a political union who were never united 
before, and who, from utter dissimilarity of their views 
and notions, never could act cordially together."
Political parties actively competing against one another, 
continued the Argus, are the lifeblood of American democ­
racy. Loyalty to the party must be a paramount objective 
of all political leaders because the existence of well- 
organized parties based on high ethical and moral stand­
ards and consistent principles and ideals would insure 
the perpetuation of a free society. The Argus remarked 
that parties are "necessary to the just exercise of the 
powers of free governments," and "when party distinctions 
are no longer known and recognized, our freedom will be 
in jeopardy, as the calm of despotism will then be vis­
ible." Answering the charge that parties could become a 
source of corruption polluting the Republic, the Regency 
press asserted that the party is "the vigilant watchman 
over the conduct of those in power" compelling political 
officeholders "to act up to principle." Party differ­
ences, insisted Van Buren, "rouse the sluggish exertion, 
give increased energy to the most active intellect, ex­
cite a salutary vigilance over our public functionaries, 
and prevent that apathy which has proven the ruin of
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Republics." Further highlighting the positive role of 
parties, Martin Van Buren said that if they operated on 
the basis of "candor, fairness, and moderation, the very 
discord which is thus produced, may in a government like 
ours, be conducive to the public good."^ Considered from 
this perspective, the real enemy of self-government is 
apathy not self-interest, and the gauge of a politically 
wholesome state is competition not harmony. Van Buren’s 
political outlook, however, would "have been unacceptable 
to Jefferson and Madison, incomprehensible to Monroe, and 
a little short of satanic to Washington and the two 
Adamses."8
As "satanic" as the Regency's political views may 
have seemed to followers of the enlightenment credo, they 
served as a foundation for Martin Van Buren and like- 
minded men to establish successfully, with Andrew Jackson 
as the leader, the first organized political party based 
on the notion of a full-time and trained politician. As 
one scholar of the Jackson years observes, "the age of 
the professional politician had arrived," and "the special 
task of the trained politician" was "to win the votes" of 
the newly enfranchised common men "and organize them into 
solid blocks,"^ Members of the emerging Democratic, or 
Jacksonian, party did not deem it political heresy to 
emphasize party discipline, party loyalty, partisanship, 
and patronage. These political standards were anathema 
to the "natural aristocrats" who held and wielded the
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reins of national political power prior to Andrew Jackson's 
presidential triumph in 1828.
Once he took the oath of office, Jackson wasted no 
time in launching the "political revolution" that he had 
promised. To bring the ordinary citizen into government, 
he invoked the principle of "rotation in office" in ref­
erence to Federal employees. In his first annual message 
to Congress, the President declared that men who held 
office "for any great length of time . . . are apt to ac­
quire a habit of looking with indifference on the public 
interests" that in turn promotes "a perversion of correct 
feelings and principles" which "diverts government from 
its legitimate ends and makes it the engine for the support 
of the few at the expense of the many." The most effective 
way to cope with entrenched bureaucracy, thought Jackson, 
is frequent rotation of personnel. He maintained that 
"the duties of all public officers . . . are so plain and
simple that men of intelligence may readily qualify them­
selves for their performance." Frequent rotation in 
office, insisted Jackson, would diminish political elitism, 
broaden political opportunities for the common man, and 
"give healthful action to the system."^® Defenders of the 
principle of rotation perceived it as part of a reform 
package instituted by Jackson to enhance the political 
power and opportunity of the common man by giving him 
direct access to the machinery of government. Detractors 
contended that Jackson introduced the spoils system into
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American political life. Andrew Jackson did not invent the 
spoils system, and its practice by American politicians 
preceded him. He did not impose a full-scale purge of 
federal officeholders, for only ten percent of them were 
removed during his first presidential year. Several of 
the officeholders let go were inept, indifferent, and 
corrupt. However, many capable men were dismissed for 
partisan reasons, and this initiated a precedent of fav­
oritism to the detriment of honest and efficient govern­
ment. As significant, since that time self-interest too 
often has become the dominant objective of politicians 
even at the expense of the public good.
Andrew Jackson's faith in the righteousness of his 
political values and principles can best be understood by 
noting what he thought about the President's national 
role. He proclaimed that the "President is the direct 
representative of the American people" and therefore must 
administer the government in their interest without in­
terference from Congress.^  Accordingly, the "people's" 
president felt justified in safeguarding the public wel­
fare from negative interests without bothering to seek 
advice from Congress. This attitude is best exemplified 
by the hostile attitude Jackson took toward the Bank of 
the United States. True, his antipathy toward the B.U.S. 
arose when opponent Henry Clay made it the main campaign 
issue in the presidential election of 1832 by alleging 
that Jackson would destroy the institution if reelected.
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From another vantage point, however, we observe that 
Jackson perceived the B.U.S. as a boon for the "rich and 
powerful" who "bend the acts of government to their self­
ish interests" depriving the common farmer, mechanic, and 
worker of the opportunity for economic advancement. Be­
cause men of wealth secured "monopolies and exclusive 
privileges" the "people's direct representative" was 
obliged to fight injustices and try to eliminate them from 
the body p o l i t i c . I n  the case of the B.U.S., Jackson 
destroyed it by withdrawing money from its coffers and 
depositing the funds in state banks.
The Jacksonians vigorously applied the romantic prin­
ciple of unrestrained individualism to economics as they 
did to politics. An example of this was Andrew Jackson's 
Maysville veto. The Maysvilie road in Kentucky was part 
of a national road system financed by the Federal govern­
ment. When a bill to expend funds for the completion of 
the project received Congressional approval, Jackson 
vetoed the measure. The personal motive for this position 
by the president cannot be overlooked: Kentucky was the
home state of Henry Clay. His animosity toward Henry Clay 
aside, Jackson's Maysville veto reflected the view which 
discourages Federal government involvement in the economy, 
and instead advocates the economics of competition, free 
enterprise, and laissez faire. Jackson and his followers 
surmised that such a system would encourage individual 
initiative and spur the entrepreneurial spirit which in
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turn would broaden economic opportunity for more Americans. 
During his presidency, Martin Van Buren emphasized the 
value of this economic doctrine when he remarked that "a 
system founded on private interest, enterprise, and com­
petition, without the aid of legislative grants or regula-
13tions by law, would rapidly prosper."
The spoils system in politics and the spirit of 
commerce and competition were widespread before Jackson 
took office in March 1829. What he and his political 
lieutenants did, however, was to give these values credence 
in the name of the public good. The pursuit of individual 
self-interest unencumbered by Federal government intrusion 
would, according to Jacksonians, insure a morally healthy 
and materially prosperous Republic. Andrew Jackson's 
Democratic party would act as the common people's guardian 
assuring their right to enjoy the benefits of a free- 
enterprise economy and constitutional government. The 
immediate and long-range consequences of Jacksonianism on 
the attitudes and cultural values of Americans has been 
incalculable.
An immediate result of Jacksonian Democracy was the 
decline of the classical ideal of political leadership 
and responsibility and the emergence of the values of 
rugged individualism inferred from romanticism. The 
Founding Father generation of political leaders by no 
means possessed flawless characters. They were, at 
times, petty, arrogant, and vindictive? but they believed
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that government is a public trust which requires that an 
officeholder adhere to standards of propriety and dignity 
and at the same time keep in mind how his actions will 
affect the public good. This political ideal did not die 
with the first six presidents, but at no time in our his­
tory since then has it enjoyed the elevated status that 
it did during the early years of the Republic. By foster­
ing and nourishing political values such as party loyalty, 
partisanship, spoils system, and rotation in office in the 
name of the public good, the Jacksonians did broaden the 
base of democracy, but they also debased and demeaned it. 
The rise of the common man was also accompanied by the 
rise of the common politician whose primary goal was self- 
interest and survival of the party. As parties became 
more entrenched in American society, the avenue to politi­
cal success was attained only through them. In order to 
perpetuate the party (the Jacksonians were the first 
politicians to realize this) a permanent political appa­
ratus consisting of a huge cadre of workers on a national, 
state, and local level was needed. Their primary function 
was to get out the vote on election day, and to make cer­
tain that the constituents remained loyal to the party.
The presidential election of 1840 revealed that the 
new style politics had taken root in the body politic. 
President Martin Van Buren sought reelection; he was 
opposed by sixty-eight-year-old Whig candidate William 
Henry Harrison, who had never held a political office or
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voted in an election. Harrison, who gained notoriety as a 
military hero when he led troops to victories over the 
Indians at the Battle of Tippecanoe (1811) and the British 
at the Battle of the Thames (1813), was nominated by his 
party primarily because he had no political enemies and 
stood for no issues. "Issueless" Harrison, as his oppo­
nents called him, had John Tyler from Virginia as his 
running mate. As the presidential campaign of 1840 ap­
proached, the country was entrenched in economic depres­
sion, a liability for the Democrats because it began when 
Van Buren took office in March, 1837. The besieged 
Democrats, who reluctantly renominated Van Buren, had no 
attractive issues to present to the public. The Whigs 
adopted no platform, and instead resorted to slogans, 
parades, barbeques, and mass meetings to entice votes. 
Issues such as the banking system, tariffs, internal 
improvements, and states rights pressed by the Democrats 
did not captivate the interest and attention of the public. 
Voters were more enchanted by claptrap slogans like 
"Tippecanoe and Tyler too," or "Martin Van ruin," as the 
Whigs nicknamed Van Buren. A blundering Democratic editor 
gave the Whig campaign a decided boost when he depicted 
William Henry Harrison as an impoverished old farmer who 
would be satisfied with a pension, log cabin, and hard 
cider— an apt description of the typical frontier American. 
Harrison, who was descended from a wealthy, aristocratic 
Virginia family, never drank, or did manual labor, but he
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effectively used the "log cabin and hard cider" charac­
terization to acquire votes. By contrast, Van Buren, who 
rose from poverty, was depicted as a wealthy aristocrat by 
the Whigs. The low-level form of campaigning, which won 
Harrison the presidency, prompted other political candi­
dates to boast of their own log cabin background. Daniel 
Webster apologized for not having been born in one.
Since 1840 all political elections in the United 
States have been influenced by the format established by 
the Harrison campaign team. The nation during that time 
underwent a transformation in its political mentality which 
hastened the subordination of the values of civic humanism 
and encouraged the rise of political hedonism. Although 
the "log cabin and hard cider" type of politician has 
dominated American politics over the last one-hundred-sixty 
years, a sufficient number of talented, scrupulous, and 
ethical politicians emerged during that period to insure 
the survival and perpetuation of America's democratic in­
stitutions and traditions.
Throughout the 1760's Americans reacted with agitation 
when they felt that their democratic rights and liberties 
were being jeopardized by England, and during the ensuing 
decade fought to protect and maintain them. The struggle 
by Americans to preserve their democracy brought about the 
creation of a nation. The enlightenment values strength­
ened and nourished this country's ethical fiber. Continued 
dedication to the enlightenment values of the Founding
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Fathers, is, this writer believes, the most effective way 
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